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The purpose of my study is to
in-depth phenomenological

Sullivan

investigate,

interviews,

through

the methods or

strategies African American artists have employed to
either:
•

survive in a Eurocentrically biased art world;

•

combat a Eurocentrically biased art world;

•

challenge or change a Eurocentrically biased art world.

The methods these artists use to survive,

or

combat,

or

attempt to change the art establishment affects what we see
as observers of the artist's

visual

expressions.

The same

methods also give us clues to how African American artists
survive

in contemporary society.

The nine artist participants were Lois Mailou Jones,
Calvin Burnett,

Richard Yarde,

Nelson Stevens,

Paul Goodnight,

Kofi Kayiga,
Michael

Cheryl Warrick,

Borders,

Shirley

Whitaker.
Each interview was conducted in three parts,
session lasting at least 90 minutes.
past experiences of the participants.
Vll

Part I

with each

focused on the

This could

involve

childhood experiences as well
artistic training.
experiences,
artist
Also,

Part II

what is

as those relating to their

concentrated on present

it like to be an African American

in the northeastern United States
how these artists go about

opportunities,

in the

1990s.

finding exhibition

how their work has been received,

their opinion why.

and

Part III centered on meaning,

in

what the

participant's experiences as an African American artist,
communicator,

and individual mean to them.

The

interviews

were audio tape-recorded and later transcribed and
analyzed.

It is the written transcript that

foundation of the participants1

formed the

profiles.

The artist profiles have made it clear that these
artists do indeed reflect a microcosm of African American
society,

with all

its biases,

dreams and aspirations.

The

study has reaffirmed that a given racial group can have a
common goal,

but the means to achieve that goal

can be

viewed with all the variations of hues that make up the
African American community.
When the concept is understood,
individuals,

that we are all

categorization by race or sex seems quite an

inadequate means

for understanding who African American

artists are as people or as

image makers.

are a mirror of society in general,

These artists

and their art

is a

catalyst for the discussion of larger issues that affect
the entire African American community.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

Background of the Study
The world of

fine art has a history of excluding

African American,
American,

Asian American,

Native American,

and women artists and this

Latino

is still true today.

Artist and activist Howardina Pindell's seven-year study of
70 commercial galleries

in New York City showed that 90%

the artists represented by the were white
The White,

(Pindell,

of

1989).

male-dominated art establishment has relegated

women and artists of color to second class status.
In this study,

the term art establishment,

mainstream art institutions.

In New York City,

refers to
the

four

major art establishment institutions are the Metropolitan
Museum of Art,

The Museum Of Modern Art,

and the Whitney Museum.
to

"make or break"

the label

These art museums have the power

an artist's reputation.

"primitive,"

jeopardized by a

the Guggenheim,

Simply by using

an artist's reputation

is

false and misleading classification.

The most pervasive and arguably most insidious
term artists of color must challenge is
"primitivism."
It has been used historically to
separate the supposedly sophisticated, civilized
"high art" of the West from the equally
sophisticated, civilized art it has pillaged from
other cultures. (Lippard, 1990, p. 24)
This study in part explores some of the strategies
that African American artists have devised to cope with
racially based exclusion and rejection,

1

while at the same

time remaining true to their commitment to artistic
exploration.

These strategies

include:

1)

Survival by modification of ones

imagery.

2)

Combat by seeking out alternative exhibition spaces.

3)

Challenge through political means.
Defining oneself as an artist is a major strategy

African American artists,

for

as they attempt to survive,

combat,

challenge and change a Eurocentrically biased art

world.

Artists can play an important role

generation or a culture through their art.

in defining a
We have

witnessed this happen with the music of James Brown,
personified the statement,

"I'm Black and I'm proud,"

during the Black Power movement of the 1960s.
who they are as people,

who

By stating

African American artists can

(

challenge the categorization that puts them on a perceived
unleveled "playing field" with their Caucasian male
counterparts.

Additionally,

these same artists can help to

define the African American culture

in America.

Art historian Lowery Sims stated in an Art Forum
article:
Art making is an extension of social mirroring by
the individuals through the creation of images;
thus rejection of African, Asian, Native, and
Latino Americans as "fine artists" is directly
tied to how their cultures are perceived by this
culture. (1990, pg. 114)
This discrimination leaves these artists with the
unenviable task of putting the art establishment on notice
that as artists they demand representation,

2

while at the

same time not allowing themselves to be categorized

into

some separate category of art making.
All African American artists make aesthetic choices
for a variety of reasons.

These aesthetic choices or

strategies may reflect an attempt to
adapting one's

find acceptance by

imagery to satisfy Western taste,

or a true

commitment to Western European influences on art.
strategy however,

will

inevitably raise

This

issues of

acceptance in the African American community,

as these

artists may be seen as selling out to the art
establishment.
African American artists have used many different
strategies to define themselves as artists.
an African American women artist,
philosophy at Wellesley College,
the exhibition entitled,
University,

1991).

critic,

Adrian Piper,

and professor of

recently participated in

"Interrogating Identity"

(New York

The exhibition illuminates how artists'

imagery reflects who they are as people.
discussion for the exhibition,
statement about survival

During the panel

Piper made the following

strategies

for African American

artists when they deal with predominantly White art
institutions promoting ethnic exhibitions:
I think it's important to keep in mind that in
these sorts of situations we are bestowing
legitimacy on white institutions, not the other
way around; and that we can also withhold
legitimacy from them by refusing to comply if we
feel exploited by their attempts to appropriate
our self-identification.
In any particular
situation there are always alternative sources of
economic supports and professional self-esteem
available to us that make it unnecessary for us
3

to comply with that particular attempt to exploit
us, if it is not in our interest to comply.
(Interrogating Identity." A Roundtable
Discussion, New York University, New York, 1991,
p. 52)
This statement suggests a possible course of action or
strategy for survival in the Caucasian,
world.

As one strategy,

Piper talks about finding

alternative exhibition spaces.
street,

male-dominated art

Piper takes her art to the

thus making a public space her gallery.

Piper and

other African American artists face a different set of
obstacles than do Caucasian males because the latter do not
ordinarily have to strategize about preconceived notions by
the establishment as to what their art should look like.
All too often the work of African American artists is
expected to be Afrocentric in appearance.
frequently mistaken for Caucasian,

Piper,

who is

also offers a unique

glimpse into what it is like to be the "other":
Blacks like me are unwilling observers of the
forms racism takes when racists believe there are
no blacks present.
Sometimes what we observe
hurts so much we want to disappear, disembody,
disinherit ourselves from our blackness.
Our
experiences in this society manifest themselves
in neurosis, demoralization, anger, and in art.
(Cited in Lippard, 1990, p. 43)
What Piper describes here is art as a means of
survival.

The very act of producing art offers an outlet

to Piper in which to vent anger and demoralization.

This

experience makes Piper somewhat unique as an African
American artist,

while at the same time giving her

experiential resources for her imagery.

4

Piper's artwork

has a strong political content,

and she often challenges

the viewer to question the status quo of American society.
I offer Piper as an example of how the nine artist
participants in this study reflect the way most African
American artists strategize in order to cope with the
Eurocentric nature of the art world.
Other African American artists have produced artwork
that is void of political content either by artistic choice
or for survival through assimilation.

What of these

African American artists who do not choose to make us of
political content in their art as Piper does,

although they

cannot help but face these political issues in life?

These

African American artists who have chosen an imagery devoid
of political content face a gauntlet of expectations and
preconceptions from both the art establishment and the
African American community.
The art establishment most often expects the works of
African American artists to fit the cliche of "Black Art."
Many in the art establishment want imagery that allows the
viewer to make assumptions as to the artist's racial
origin,

therefore making this art easier to categorize.

the same time,

At

the African American community too often

expects African American artists to be spokespersons for
the entire African American community.
An example of this tension or contradiction took place
in the late 1960s.

Tom Lloyd,

an African American sculptor

whose work had already been given great exposure in

5

mainstream galleries,

was selected as the

inaugural

exhibitor at the Studio Museum in Harlem,

New York.

The

African American community was outraged because his work
was

in the European Modernist tradition.

The citizens of

Harlem felt that this work had no relevance to their
community.

A month later,

the museum's

as a result of this controversy,

first director resigned.

Modernist artists

like Tom Lloyd have also made choices or devised strategies
and he has achieved a

fair amount of commercial

success.

African American artist David Hammons states,
"It is my belief that artists should disturb,
criticize,

make

fun of the establishment,

are stroking the system"

upset,

but now artists

(Cited in Berger,

1990,

p.

81).

If one were to use Hammon's criteria to evaluate Tom
Lloyd's artwork,
content.

Hammons

it would be seen as meek and void of
formed beliefs and strategies

for dealing

with the arts establishment and his statement reflect those
views.

Have statements like this created barriers

specific group of African American artists?
Hammons'

Unfortunately,

argument does not solve the problems of all

African American artists.
problems

for a

In fact his beliefs add to the

faced by those artists whose work does not meet

his criteria.
Another artist whose work has an overt political
content,

Pat Ward-Williams,

has made the decision that she

will continue to tell the story of African American people
even at the risk of art establishment snubbing.
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Ward-Williams states:
ignore me.

"Mainstream galleries completely

Larger institutions with an academic

affiliation are most likely to accept my work"
1990,

p.

83).

(Berger,

Ward-Williams has made a choice and

developed a network of
■

institutions that will

allow her to

obtain some measure of exposure while at the same time
present her point of view in an uninhibited way.
The primary data
in-depth interviews

for this study was collected through

(see methodology section of this

chapter).

The methodology of

in-depth

interviewing

provided a

forum for artists like Hammons to elaborate on

what experiences led him to formulate his criteria
judging art and artists.

for

This study offers the opportunity

to examine how the experiences of nine African American
artists may parallel

or differ from those of artists like

the aforementioned artists.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of my study is to investigate,
in-depth phenomenological

interviews,

through

the individual

artist's life story and the methods or strategies nine
contemporary African American artists have employed to:
•

survive

in a Eurocentrically biased art world;

•

combat a Eurocentrically biased art world;

•

challenge or change a Eurocentrically biased art
world.
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or

The methods these artists use to survive,

combat,

or

attempt to change the art establishment affects what we see
as observers of the artist's visual expressions.

These

same strategies can also give us clues to how African
American artists survive
Therefore,

in contemporary society.

I hope this study is relevant to all African

American artists,

in that offers

in effect a basis

for the

creating and reflecting on one's unique survival manual.
The aforementioned strategies can also be seen as
stages of development,
of political

and

awareness.

in some cases mimic the phases

For example Lois Mailou Jones at

one time exhibited her work anonymously to hide the
that she was African American.

This allowed her to

establish her name and her talent,
herself

for all

fact

before identifying

in the establishment to see.

At this time

she was also producing work that was reflective of what was
popular in Paris at the time.

Later she would meet Alain

Locke and her work would take on a decidedly Afrocentric
look to

it.

These changes in imagery reflect strategies

that parallel political awareness.
The nine artists participants of my study,
Jones,

Calvin Burnett,

Warrick,

Richard Yarde,

Nelson Stevens,

and Shirley Whitaker,
surviving,

Lois Mailou

Kofi Kayiga,

Paul Goodnight,

Michael

Cheryl

Borders

represent a variety of strategies

for

combating and challenging the art establishment.

The range of ages of the participants allowed me to explore
the generational effects on these artists

8

in terms of

strategies.

For example,

Stevens and Goodnight came of age

as artists at the beginning of the Black Power Movement of
the

1960s.

choices as

This

fact gave Stevens and Goodnight many more

far as strategies are concerned,

political

environment was more

favorable

Americans

in terms of having a voice.

because the

for African

That voice also

allowed artists associated with the Black Power movement to
define themselves

in a way that clearly paralleled the

African American community at large.

The power of that

political voice was not present for Jones and Burnett in
the 1930s despite the Harlem Renaissance.
Renaissance of the
civil

The Harlem

1920s was seen as a way of achieving

rights by using the arts as a catalyst for social

change.

This movement was successful to a large degree,

however the social climate of the times still

offered

(

limited freedom for African Americans by today's standards.
The reasons I chose the in-depth interviewing research
methodology focusing on African American artists are
varied.

As an African American artist myself,

special kinship to the research,

as I have experienced much

of what my artist participants describe
profiles.
to tell.

I bring a

in their artists

African American artists have an

important story

We need to hear Calvin Burnett tell us of the

"Brown Bag Test,"

and we as a society need to hear this

because it explains so much about a
United States.

large segment of the

The words of the artist participants can be

used to educate society about the lives of African

9

Americans artists,
all

not only artists and art historians,

citizens living in a multicultural United States.

study will

but
This

reveal that these artists are representative

that they are a microcosm
telling their own story,

in

of African American society.
in their own words,

By

the

participants define who they are and how they make meaning
of their lives as African American artists.
This study allowed me to investigate how the artist
participants have been affected by past experiences and how
those experiences have affected what they produce as
artists.

Additionally,

questions of what direction their

careers have taken as a result of who or what they have
become were addressed firsthand through the
interviewing.
survival

The interviews explored each artists'

strategies through questions such as:

seek out the commercial
exposure?
control

in-depth

Do they

art galleries as main source of

Do the artists

of their careers?

in my study feel they are in
If not,

how do they cope?

compromises have they made to achieve professional

What

success?

What contradictions have they faced? These are all
additional questions that this study can address through
the use of

in-depth interviewing.

with those previously stated,

These questions,

along

have far reaching

implications beyond the experiences of nine African
American artists.
general,

These artists are a mirror of society in

and their art is a catalyst

for the discussion of

larger issues that affect the entire African American

10

community.
of the

I

referred earlier to Calvin Brunets'

"Brown Bag Test."

used by Black nightclubs

talking

"The Brown Bag Test" was widely
in the

1940s to keep out African

Americans who were darker skinned than a brown bag.

Most

Caucasian Americans are probably not aware of the kinds of
self discrimination African Americans have
each other.

More significantly,

inflicted on

the African American

community must look deep within itself to see
of this practice still exist

if vestiges

in more contemporary

Choice of audience is another strategic tool all
artist participants have at their disposal.

forms.
of the

Some of these

artists have chosen to direct their images towards the
African American audience in the

form of positive

images of

their race thereby providing a means of empowerment to that
community.

Significance of the Study
All artists present a unique vision.
training,

they were once malleable;

While

in

now they have been

shaped by their experiences within American society.

As

writer Lucy Lippard states:
They (artists) provide the raw material for a
multicultural sense of identity where difference
can live and breathe.
Culture can be the realm
of wishful thinking.
It can also be prophetic.
(Lippard, 1990, p. 248).
A study utilizing in-depth interviewing techniques can
elaborate on and offer a clarification of the raw materials
Lippard references.

What Lippard refers to when she uses
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the phrase,

"raw material,"

is how the lives of artists

a reflection of our larger multicultural
ends her book,

Mixed Blessings,

society.

is

Lippard

with this statement:

Without a vision, without a big dream, without
the anger and humor that keeps our feet on the
earth even when our heads are in the clouds, we
won't see the multicultural society that these
artists in their diverse ways are trying to show
us.
N. Scott Momaday (Native American
writer/historian) had said it, we are what we
imagine.
Our very existence consists in our
imagination of ourselves .... The greatest
tragedy that can befall us is to go unimagined.
(Lippard, 1990, p. 248).
My research offers a means of helping our
multicultural

society to look at itself through the lives

of African American artists.

Exploring the lives of these

nine African American artists

is a way to trace the effects

of American culture on a unique segment of the African
American community.

These nine artists'

experiences

provide a macrocosmic view of the social and political
effects on these artists as

individuals.

Their reflections

function as a mirror which offers the opportunity for
self-examination and reflection to an academic and general
audience.

Using the research data

in this context would be

very appropriate for an interdisciplinary curriculum unit
on how cultures

interact

in American society.

Nature and Methodology of the Study
Using

in-depth phenomenological

interview techniques,

I have explored the experiences of nine African American
artists.

The artists selected were of varying age,
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gender

and

artistic

public

style,

acclaim.

interviewing

I

used

in my

Phenomenological
participants,

each had

for

a variety

interviews

are

"open-ended,"

directing what

issues

the

is

experiences
of

to

person.

researcher,
are

discussed.

from their own

The

play

a

frame

of

of

key

reasons.
where
role

in
of

to discuss

reference.

for greater understanding

research participants

the

The main concern

allow participants

discussion allows

of

in-depth phenomenological

research

not the

researcher

achieved varying degrees

are the

This
of

only

kind

the whole

ones who

know which past

experiences were

key to their artistic

development

expression.

in-depth phenomenological

and

The

interviewing technique

for gathering data

researcher to

questions

redirect

interpretations

of what he

The primary goal
participants to
come

from,

of this

she believes has been

research of mine

and to define
The

information that does

their present

not

exist

interview process was

each

session

lasting at

on the past

least

experiences

they have
as African

it

Part
like

to be

as

those

concentrated

Part

I

in the

This

relating to
on present

an African American

in the northeastern United States
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in three parts,

of the participants.

II

artist

situation

90 minutes.

their artistic training.
is

and where

conducted

as well

what

for

anywhere else.

involved childhood experiences

experiences,

is

said.

interviews provided the personal

Each

focused

the

order to verify

articulate who they are

American artists.

with

or

in

allows

1990s.

Also,

this part explored how these artists go about finding

exhibition opportunities,
and in their opinion why.
what the participants'
artist,

communicator,

how their work has been received,
Part III centered on meaning,

experiences as an African American
and individual mean to them.

The

interviews were audio tape-recorded and later transcribed
and analyzed,

and edited.

The written transcripts provided

the material for composing the participants'
the artists'

profiles in

own words, which make up Chapter 3 of this

dissertation.
Artist profiles were created by developing a narrative
from the raw interview material which tells the story of
the participant's experiences,
her own words.

The artist profiles dealt with several

aspects of each artist's life,
interview methodology)
end.

almost exclusively in his or

(thus the three-part

with a beginning,

a middle,

and an

The artist profiles were then composed using the

following procedure:

The transcripts were re-read many

times and passages were marked for later reference.
the passages were marked for their content,
data

(artist profiles)

Once

analysis of the

began to reveal recurring themes,

issues or topics.
The artist profiles constitute the primary research
data.

Chapter 2 the literature review,

the context of issues,
Chapter 3,

topics,

the artist profiles.

the Data includes,

is used to expand

or themes raised in the
In Chapter 4,

Analysis of

excerpts from the artist profiles,
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data

from the literature review,
on themes,

and analysis of and commentary

issues and topics raised by participants.

There were several requirements in working with and
reporting on the interview data.

The researcher must be

fair to the participant by not changing the context of what
the participant has said when it comes time to select
excerpts for the artist profiles.

The words of the artists

participants must be respected and used to develop an
understanding of the participant that can later be shared
with a larger audience.

The researcher must absorb as much

information as possible from each interview.
artist profiles,

In developing

it is important to arrange the raw

material in a way that allows the researcher to make
comparisons among the participants.

Limitations of the Study
There are limitations to my study or any study of this
kind.

In the interview process,

a researcher cannot be

sure whether or not an interviewee has made any significant
omissions,

or if the memory of the interviewee is correct.

(In the case of an interview subject who has a significant
reputation in a particular field,

there may be other

written documentation available to verify and supplement
information).
anonymous

,

Because the participants in my study are not

there is always the possibility that they were

reluctant to certain kinds of information.
mind,

With this in

it is crucial for any researcher to constantly remind
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participants that these sessions are being recorded and
that they may not want to use any proper names etc...It is
also crucial to work to protect the privacy and dignity of
the participants.
As a researcher/interviewer,

it is crucial to listen

carefully to what is being said for possible related topics
that the interviewee may feel has no significance.
kind of information,

when reviewed in the light of the

larger research issues,
event,

This

is quite significant.

In this

unless the interviewer is practiced at redirection

of the discussion of topics,

there is the possibility one

is not gathering sufficiently rich interview data.
It was also imperative that my experiences as an
African American artist myself remain secondary to those of
the participants.

This is an area where I feel too many

art historians fail.

All too often,

art historians rely on

their own interpretations without taking advantage of the
artist's own words,
defining themselves.

thus prohibiting those artists from
So one must be on guard to keep the

words of the participants as the primary data.
My study included nine African American artist
participants.

This small sampling is not intended to be

used to draw over generalized conclusions.
be evaluated by the following criteria:

My research can

Have the

interviews been fair to the context of the entire
interview?

Have I left the participants in vulnerable

positions?

Have I presented the research data in such a
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way as to tell the artist's story,
her dignity?

while maintaining his or

Have I successfully related the interview

data to that of the larger research issues,

an exploration

of this African American artist being a mirror of society?
Lastly,

have I presented research from which people can

learn?

(
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The purpose of this chapter is to present a broader
context for the topics,
artist profiles.

themes and issues raised in the

The words of the participants made it

clear that an investigation of the history of African
American art movements was needed to set the context for
their experiences.

This inquiry began with the post Civil

War migration of Southern Blacks to the North.

African

Americans and religion was another topic brought to the
fore by the participants of the study.

A review of artists

and the arts beyond that of the artist participants was
also necessary to give a more complete picture of the
experiences of African American artists today.
This literature review is organized into six parts;
Towards a Renaissance in Harlem:

An Historic Overview

presents an historical framework for the condition in which
African American artists find themselves in the 1990s.
Museums:

History and Purpose considers how the role of the

art museum has changed,
museums.

Art

Alain Locke.

leading to the rise of alternative
The Harlem Renaissance and Later

Renaissance is examined in terms of their mandates and
their effect on contemporary African American artists.

The

African American Community and Religion reviews studies
concerning the integral role religion has played in the
African American community and investigates its effect on
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visual art. African American Art and Artists explores
contemporary African American artists and Art and describes
present conditions for these artists.

The final section,

Methodologically and Thematically Related Studies,

details

research methodologically related to my study.

Towards a Renaissance in Harlem: An Historic Overview
The post-Civil War United States brought about a
migration of free African Americans from the South to major
American cities such as Chicago,
Philadelphia and others.

Boston,

New York,

Many southern African Americans

believed that more economic opportunities would be
available to them in the industrial Northeast.

The flight

to the North was brought about by the uncertainty of life
for Blacks that remained in the post-Civil War South.
Southern Blacks feared the backlash of a society coming to
grips with defeat.

Blacks that stayed in the post Civil

War South found very little had changed.
free men and women,

By law they were

but in fact a new form of slavery began

to spread—"sharecropping."

In the North the opportunity

to pursue educational goals and a new found relative
freedom in turn gave birth to the nation's first population
of educated African Americans and eventually to an African
American middle class.

The birth of the nation's African

American middle class North and South took decades to
mature and stabilize,

but what was important was that there

was a belief in the possibility of opportunity that created
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the migration north.

So despite the difficulties,

the

migration north led to a feeling of optimism:
Leaving the South prompted individual and
collective examinations by African Americans of
who they were, of their own thoughts and
feelings, as well as their rights as Americans
and the complexity of their abilities and
aspirations.
(Bearden & Henderson, 1993, p. 115)
This feeling of optimism created the fertile ground that
allowed the Harlem Renaissance to flower.
In the 1920s and 1930s the struggle to establish an
African American middle class proved to be a daunting task
for those who migrated north.

There was the Depression and

a substantial amount of resistance from Northern White
America towards migrating Blacks:

"In 1930,

for example,

Manhattan, with a population of 224,670 Blacks,
only 258 Black-owned retail stores,
with only 63,337 Blacks"

(Wintz,

employment and African Americans,

contained

one fewer than Houston,

1988,

p.

25).

In terms of

discrimination was the

status quo:
For example in 1935 the Metropolitan Life
Insurance Company, which insured more than
100,000 Blacks in Harlem alone, did not employ a
single Black. Utility companies in the New York
City area employed almost 135,000 persons, but
only 1 percent were Black (and most of those held
janitorial positions), while discrimination was
perpetuated even by the New York State Employment
Service, which required racial identification on
all applications and listed only menial jobs at
its Harlem office.
(Wintz, 1988, p. 27)
The Harlem Renaissance was a pivotal event in the
history of African Americans.

It was an event that saw a

critical mass of African Americans take charge of their
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lives,

while at the same time begin to define themselves

through the Arts.
Duke Ellington,

In music there was the Harlem sound of

Bessie Smith and Cab Calloway.

In

literature there was the prose of Zora Neale Hurston,
Langston Hughes and Countee Cullen,
the Harlem Renaissance

featured in Voices From

(Edited by Huggins,

visual arts there was Romare Bearden,
Archibald Motley.

Charles White,

and

the Harlem Renaissance was the birth

of an African American culture.

Johnson

In the

And with the leadership of intellectuals

such as Alain Locke,

Locke,

1995).

James Weldon Johnson

The culture was defined by

(of the NAACP)

(of the Urban League)

and Charles S.

as being American but with

strong roots in a rich African heritage.

The fact that so

many of New York's White population frequented the clubs
and businesses of Harlem helped to reinforce the belief of
Locke and others that the Harlem Renaissance was indeed a
political movement and that there was value in what they
had built.

I say this not because the Renaissance needed

the sanctioning of Whites but because as a political
movement.

White America was one of the Renaissances'

audiences.

target

Their patronage of the products of the

Renaissance indicated a measure of success to Locke and his
colleagues.

James Weldon Johnson made the following

statement about the goals of the movement:
The status of the Negro in the United States is
more a question of national mental attitude
toward the race than of actual conditions.
And
nothing will do more to change that mental
attitude and raise his status than a
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demonstration of mental parity by the Negro
through the production of literature and art.
(Johnson, as cited in Wintz, 1988, p. 1058)
White patronage was in part a demonstration of mental
parity for African Americans,

but it was also a positive

demonstration to White America.
Once the Harlem Renaissance began in the 1920s,

it was

the same White community which before had fostered the
Abolitionist Movement that began to support African
American artists both financially and spiritually.

Wintz

points out the financial gain to the Renaissance from White
New Yorkers in Black Culture and the Harlem Renaissance:
"Blacks were happy to cash in on the white tourist,
were so willing to spend money on black exotica.

who

Some

Harlem night spots so catered to their white clientele that
they refused to admits blacks."

(Wintz,

1988,

p.

91).

This situation was fraught with troubles in terms of racial
self respect and may have a link in the failure to build a
stable African American middle class in Harlem,

because of

the business of "Black exotica" came too easy.
In order to discuss the visual arts of this period in
more detail,

I must go back to the late 1800s.

The late

1800s saw African American artists such as Edward Mitchell
Bannister and Henry Ossawa Turner establish themselves as
practicing artists both in the United States and Europe.
It is important to note that African American artists of
this time used the survival strategy of assimilation by
adopting major popular genres of the 19th century and early
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20th century:
The challenge

landscapes,

still

lives,

and portraiture.

for this pioneering group of African American

artists was to develop a skill

in their craft equal to or

better than their more privileged Caucasian American and
European counterparts.

The greatest challenge at this time

was that there was no formal
for African Americans.

artistic training available

Furthermore museums had no interest

in exhibiting the work of African Americans because of
institutional

racism which fostered the belief that these

artists did not have the capacity to be artists.
The mid-1920s was a productive break-through period
for African American music,

dance,

and visual

arts.

During

this period African American artists,

with the urging of

cultural

began to look at

leaders such as Alain Locke,

their African origins.
National

Barry Gaither,

Director of the

Center of Afro-American Artists,

describes Locke's

views:
African American art was viewed by Locke as
imitative in that it was derived from European
traditions.
While he did not attack African
American artists working with themes and in
styles which he viewed as extensions of European
American art, he did feel that they were denying
their own rich heritage and alienating themselves
from the uniquely creative possibilities of their
own natural racial heritage.
(Gaither, 1990, p.

21)
The late 19th century and early 20th century witnessed
African American artists using two different survival
strategies:

either expressing themselves by assimilation or

by working with what is uniquely African.
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These divergent

strategies to the same goal
today.

The dilemma

of expressive

for African American

freedom continue
is how to achieve

artistic expression in an art world that remains
Eurocentric and exclusionary.

This

is the historical

context in which I have conducted in-depth interviews with
the selected participants of my study.

Art Museums:

History and Purpose

In order for the historical
comprehensive,
examined.

framework to be more

the history and role of art museums must be

Museums are important because they function as

the sanctioning body for what is considered fine art.
question of whether or not this status
discussed later in this section.
public art museums

is accessibility.

finest museums,

goal today,

changed.

This was the case

in

founding of many of the

and it continues to be a primary

at least on paper.

period to the present,

is deserved will be

One of the main goals of

Post-Civil War America during the
nation's

The

From the Post Civil War

the meaning of accessibility has

Accessibility is the key factor in the museum's

function as an educational
accessibility to all,

institution.

education to all

some mainstream institutions today,

Without
is held back.

access

vigorously extended to the leisure class

For

is most

(people of

financial means).
In the late 1800s,
approach,

even though museums varied

in their

education was always one of the main goals of the
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art museum.

In 1870 when the Metropolitan Museum of Art

was established in New York,
"study of fine arts,

its goal was to

inspire the

and the application of the arts to

manufacturing and practical

life,

of advancing the general

knowledge of kindred subjects and to that end,

of

furnishing popular instruction"

p.

(Zeller,

1989,

11).

Art

and beauty were considered as alternatives to the pursuit
of material goods,

by upper-class Whites.

The

idea was

that if people of average means could see beauty in
museums,

they would not be as limited

of material goods.

in their own pursuit

Museums of this time were perceived by

the upper class as beacons of good taste and therefore as a
lifestyle model
1800s

for the working class.

During the late

it was believed that museums should and could bring

about social change.

But the art museum was also seen as a

place where the "leisure class"
volunteer tasks,

could be given productive

such as a museum guide,

time experiencing self education.
classes were expected to serve as
constituted good taste.

while at the same

The upper and middle
interpreters of what

These ideas

influenced Alain Locke

and the Harlem Renaissance with its exposure of African
American creativity.

The aforementioned

but they were intended for White America.

ideas had merit,
Locke saw art as

a way of educating not only African Americans but also the
Caucasian population as well to the rich African heritage
of the

"New Negro."
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The

idea of the New Negro

(Locke,

1925)

was embraced

by African American artists mainly because the

idea of

looking to a heritage as rich as Africa offered a new
survival

strategy for artists,

voice of ownership.

that strategy being the

This new found African heritage

offered these artists a solely African American
In contrast,

during this same period,

identity.

many in the fledgling

art establishment felt that to expend the effort to
introduce the working class to the cultural
values of high art was a waste of time.

tastes and

These art

establishment members

felt that high art had no relevance

to the working class,

and as a result more arts/craft

societies and labor museums were

formed.

These

institutions were believed to be more pertinent to the
working class while celebrating many of the crafts
practiced in the homelands of the country's newest
immigrants.

Although the rationale

very debatable,
of such cultural

for this

idea

is still

African Americans again were not the focus
institutions.

Art education pioneer,

Mrs.

Schuyler Van Rensselaer

recognized that by 1917 museums had become too elitist and
that the average citizen no longer felt a part of America's
museum system.

She stated,

"The people do not

at home in their places of art.

feel

enough

They enter them too much as

though they were the palaces of kings,
opened for their timid inspection."

condescendingly

(Zeller,

1989,

p.

24)

Van Rensselaer's goal was to transform the museum's air of
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superiority by offering classes on interpretation and
lectures and by providing clearly written labels and
explanation cards.

She felt that this

form of museum

education would have positive ramifications
lives of those who visited the nations'
At the turn of the century,

The Boston Museum

The Grand Rapids Art

Museum tried to make their collection,

even while

in

more accessible to the working class as a means of

enfranchising that population.

Over the years the early

goals of equal access has become less
museum administration.

important to today's

The economic needs of public

museums may be partly to blame.

More museums have been

forced to depend on wealthy constituencies
support.

free

far as providing free transportation

for school children and the poor.

storage,

museums.

more museums opened

of charge on certain days of the week.
of Fine Arts went as

in the everyday

Special programs as

incentives were created to

attract people of means to the museum.
things have changed,

I

for financial

offer this

1975

As evidence of how
statement,

by George

Hamilton,

Director of the Sterling and Francine Clark Art

Institute

:

Museums were created to raise the standard of
public artistic experience, in which task they
should no more dictate than be dictated to.
It
seems to me that the greatest museums, and those
most successful in their educational programs,
least derive their character from the needs and
desires of the community which they serve.
(Zeller, 1989, p. 32)
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This

is a distressing comment,

if

interpreted as saying

that museum administrators know what
community in which they exist.

is best

for the

Somewhere the true meaning

of serving the community has been lost.

This reflects an

arrogance on the part of today's museum administrators
which was also present at the turn of the century.
With the emergence of the nation's

first Black

universities and colleges such as Spellman and Morehouse,
we witnessed the birth of some of the
museums.

finest Black art

These museums provided an alternative to the

preponderance of Eurocentric museums.
alternative arts

institutions

The existence of

is not a new idea.

specializing in African American art,
long history beginning around the late

Museums

for example,

have a

19th century.

history and raison d'etre of alternative museums

is well

illustrated by the development of African American art
institutions.

In a 1982

article

in Museum News the

Executive Director of the African American Museums
Association discussed how many of the Nation's African
American museums came to be:
Many of these African American museums, including
those in Chicago, Washington, Detroit, Boston,
New York, Providence, Knoxville and San
Francisco, began in the 1950s and early 1960s as
outgrowths of the Civil Rights movement.
Others
were founded as part of the Bicentennial
celebration.
However, the idea of preserving and
interpreting Black history and culture goes back
to the 19th century and the founding of colleges
for Blacks.
The College Museum at Hampton
Institute in Virginia, founded in 1868, has an
outstanding collection of African and African
American art and artifacts.
The Howard
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The

University Gallery of Fine Arts, established in
1923, has over 700 oil paintings, drawings,
watercolors and graphics by Black American
artists.
(Ford, 1982, January-February, p. 29)
African American museums were
urgency.

Many African Americans

formed with a sense of

felt that their story was

not being told by Euro-American museums.

In her article

Austin uses the words of writer James Baldwin express her
feelings on the subject of African American museums:
while the tale of how we suffer,

and how we are delighted,

and how we may triumph is never new,
heard,

there

it always must be

isn't any other tale to tell,

light we have in all of this darkness."
p.

32)

"For

it's the only

(Ford Austin,

1982,

Baldwin's eloquent statement about the preservation

of African American culture agrees with Alain Locke's
visions of the power of the Harlem Renaissance and the
power of art:
It is not the purpose of art to produce
stereotypes-instead, art should explore the
uniqueness and variety of life.
The Renaissance
should be racial, not for the sake of politics or
propaganda, but purely for the sake of art, and
race should become an idiom of experience for the
artist, a sort of added enriching adventure and
discipline, giving subtler overtones to life,
making it more beautiful and interesting.
(Wintz, 1988, p. 113)
It was not until

1978 that the African American Museum

Association was created to serve as a conduit

for

information among the nation's approximately 150 museums
specializing in African American art and culture.
founders believed that the

The

formation of AAMA would bolster

the accessibility of this art through a unified effort.
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This network has permitted African American art museums to
seek stronger alliances with organizations such as the
American Museum Association,

a mainstream museum

organization with functions similar to AAMA.
audience

The target

for African American.art museums was primarily the

African American middle class.

This effort brought in a

larger population of museum going African American
intellectuals and middle class,

but it must also be

understood that the existence of these

institutions was

part of a strategy to combat and challenge the exclusion of
mainstream institutions.
African American Art Museums are different
Euro-American Art Museums
desires of the community.

in that they grew out of the
Barry Gaither,

development of African American museums,
community gives us our legitimacy.
institutions

(Ford,

historically a special

1982,

p.

31).

New York,

states,

"The

and they belong to
There

is then

sense of pride in the African

American community about its museums.
Harlem,

a pioneer in the

We are building our

in the Black community,

that community"

from

The Studio Museum in

was established in 1968.

Its mission is

to give new or rediscovered poets,

dancers,

film makers much needed exposure.

In other words,

"celebrating the best and most beautiful
Art"

(Ford,

1989,

p.

artists,

and

in black American

31).

The nine artist participants

in my research were

interviewed against a background of this history of art
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museums.

They discussed how the imagery they produce can

determine where their work is exhibited.
makes it clear he

is not

Nelson Stevens

interested in his work being seen

in museums because of the lack of accessibility to lower
income African Americans.

Stevens and a growing number of

artists believe that art belongs

in the

"streets"

despite

the well meaning intentions of African American art
museums.

This trend away from the sanctioning

function of

the museum can be seen in the latest African American
Renaissance.

Alain Locke.
It is

The Harlem Renaissance and Later Renaissances

important to highlight the significance of Alain

Locke because he was so pivotal
American culture.

in the promotion of African

Locke was born

in 1886

Both of his parents were school teachers.
when Locke was still an infant.

in Philadelphia.
His

father died

His life with his mother

in Philadelphia was middle class,

and even as a child he

was being molded to the life of an intellectual.
age of 15 he attended a school
entered Harvard in 1904,
Philosophy,

At the

for teacher training.

He

majoring in English and

graduating in 1907

Phi Beta Kappa.

In 1907 he

became the first African American to be named as a Rhodes
Scholar;

following this honor he studied at Oxford and the

University of Berlin.

From 1911 to 1913

Locke was an

Assistant Professor of Philosophy at Harvard and at this
time he also received his Ph.D.
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from Harvard.

Alain Locke

would go on to spend the rest of his career at Howard
University,

an all Black institution.

While at Howard

Alain Locke became one of the major voices and promoters of
the Harlem Renaissance.

The theologian,

eloquently describes Locke's

Theophus Smith

importance to the movement:

It was the Harlem Renaissance artists of the
1920s and its chief theoretician of The New Negro
(1925), Alain Locke, who first proclaimed a
distinctively Black American artistic tradition
originating from folk and popular culture.
Locke
and his collaborators successfully demonstrated
that Black culture harbored vast and untapped
resources of original creative expression.
Their
claims were further advanced by the so-called
Black Arts movement of the 1960s and 1970s, which
inherited the unfinished agenda of the Harlem
Renaissance.
(Smith, 1994, pg. 117)
Over the years there have been several
African American art movements.
Renaissance of the 1920s,

resurgent

First there was the Harlem

and later there was the more

militant art that grew out of the Black Power movement.
But it is always the original Harlem Renaissance of the
1920s that marks the discovery and promotion of a unique
African American voice.

And it is against that movement to

which all other African American art movements will be
judged.

The Renaissance of the

1920s was orchestrated by

African American intellectuals to

illustrate to both White

and Black alike that the art of African Americans was rich
in heritage and cutting edge in its
Gates Jr.,
1994

invention.

Henry Louis

exploring the latest Black Renaissance

article entitled "Black Creativity:

Edge," pinpoints the differences:
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in an

On the Cutting

It's not that there are black artists and
intellectuals who matter; it's that so many of
the artists and intellectuals who matter are
black.
It's not that the cultural cutting edge
has been influenced by black creativity; it's
that black creativity, it so often seems today,
is the cultural cutting edge.
(Gates, 1994, p.
74)
Gates reaffirms Alain Locke's assertion that the Black
Renaissance of the

1920s was

indeed a political movement.

That movement produced such a significant number of high
caliber artists that it forced the re-evaluation of African
Americans by White and Black America.
movement of the
movement,

The Black art

1960s was also very much a political

but it was different

from the

1920s movement

since the Black cultural nationalism was more militant in
the 1960s.

And,

according to Gates,

Black Art

was more about protest than about aesthetics.

in the

1960s

Gates notes

that while African American artists of today are extremely
aware of their heritage,

they also operate with the

assumption that the Black experience

is a universal

one.

The result is a refusal to be categorized or labeled.

This

theme was consistently raised by the artist participants of
my study,

as all nine participants refused to be

categorized.

Gates ends his article with this thought:

the mission of these black artists succeeds,
to declare a

Which means that today's may

truly be the renaissance to end all
p.

the very need

"renaissance"-an always anxious act of

avowal-may be unnecessary.

1994,

"If

75).
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renaissance's"

(Gates

Symptomatic of today's cultural
contemporary United States,
entitled,

a

1994

"The Beauty of Black Art"

forces at work in the

article

in Time magazine

celebrates the Black

Renaissance of the 1990s:
Not since the great Harlem Renaissance or the
Black Art Movements of the 1960s have so many
first-rate African American film makers, dancers,
and visual artists been at the height of their
creativity at one time.
(White, 1990, p. 68)
The article stresses the crucial

role of economics

1990s African American Renaissance.

The number of Black

families with incomes of $50,000 or more
than 1 million since 1967.
increase in education and an

This

in the

increased to more

in turn lead to an

interest

in the arts.

It was this same growth in the African American middle
class that helped create the first Black Renaissance.

The

article also emphasizes the following:
Exploiting the new freedom created by the drive
for civil rights during the past generation,
black artists have escaped from the aesthetic
ghetto to which they were once confined, where
the patronizing assumption was that they would
find inspiration only in their own milieu.
(White, 1994, p. 68)
Correspondingly,

this passage illustrates another major

difference between the renaissance of the
the 1990s.

1920s and that of

In the 1920s Locke led the movement that

prompted artists to look back to their African roots,
whereas now African American artists and musicians can cite
both Aaron Douglas and Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres as
influences.

The concepts of cultural

and racial

universality are themes with which many of today's artists
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are

identifying.

With universality comes a certain sense

of freedom for the artist in terms of crossing cultural
boundaries.

This concept of art

is much harder to

categorize because of its broader interpretation.
danger for African American artists
acceptance by audiences,

is that,

The

with broader

the desire to challenge the White

art establishment institutions may lose some of

its

fire.

The Time article also speaks about a coming tolerance
for the stylistic differences of African American artists,
where the works of accessible artists such as Varnette
Honeywood,

with her realistic

images of Black life,

will

have a place next to the political work of artists such as
David Hammons,
Jackson.
said,

with his

image of a blue-eyed,

If the new tolerance comes to pass,

the Renaissance of the 1990s will

blond Jesse
then as Gates

indeed be the

renaissance to end all renaissances.
Yet when one examines the kinds of artists represented
in many of the new Black galleries
Angeles,
dominate.

and Chicago,

in New York,

it is clear that traditional

artists

Writer and activist Stanley Crouch makes this

observation:

"Black people have no interest

significant degree.

1994,

p.

73).

(Crouch,

for

cited in

Crouch's comment runs contradictory

to the idea of new tolerance
thesis takes us back to the
administrators

in art to any

They have not developed a taste

any culture that is not utilitarian"
White,

Los

in art.

In

fact Crouch's

1800s when museum

felt that average citizens had no need of
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"high art."

If Crouch's judgement is pertinent,

it

is

because art has not yet been used as a strong enough
educational catalyst,
still

and too many African Americans are

looking at art as just

"pretty pictures."

Crouch's judgements about art also mirror the
conflicts

in African American politics discussed in

Clarence Lusane's
Crossroads:
1992

1994 book African Americans at the

The Restructuring of Black Leadership and the

Elections.

Lusane's assessment of the African

American political dilemma parallels the conflict among
African American artists about

imagery.

On one side of the

dilemma there are political mainstreamers such as Jesse
Jackson and U.S.

Rep.

Ronald V.

Dellums who adopt the

strategy of participation in the establishment political
arena.
Daniels,

And on the other side there are people like Ron
Lenora Fulani,

and Louis Farrakhan,

who have

chosen an alternative strategic battleground that does not
look to the political mainstream for approval.
surprisingly,

Lusane's suggestions

Not

for black political

empowerment parallel those of Alain Locke some seventy
years earlier.

Lusane calls

their own think tanks,
training institutes,

for African Americans to form

policy lobbies,

as well

and political

as progressive publications.

He sees this as one of the most effective direction to real
political power.
the

Lusane describes a possible makeup for

"new think tank":
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This new think tank would also be more
organically linked with the day-to-day struggles
being waged in the Black community and in other
sectors of the nation and the world.
This means
not only being in touch with the circles of
leadership and the movements occurring within
those spheres, but also bringing forth a
challenging, yet cooperative intellectual spirit
that echoes the tradition established by
scholar-activists such as W.E.B. DuBois, Johnetta
Cole, and Walter Rodney, as well as grassroots
intellectuals such as James Boggs and Fannie Lou
Hamer.
(Lusane, 1994, p. 201)
It

is the

notion

African American

of

following the

intellectuals

the Harlem Renaissance with
Lusane

identity,

gender experiences,
into the

transformation"
My study

fettered
still

effort

(Lusane,

is based on the

a

catalyst

Renaissance

and

strategy that the

of the

as

class

and

creatively

215).

reflects
speaks.
"Arts"

it did

data

of

issues
It

is

of

nine
class,

not too

may pave the way as

in the Harlem

Community

and Religion

The African American Community has
religion that goes back well

first Africans were

"A Black

1920s.

The African American

with

force.

social

experiential
it

sentiment to

driving

and must be

p.

Lusane

for education,

this

and molded by

1994,

of the

thought:

for progressive

and gender of which

far-fetched a

links

intellectual

exists

African American artists,
race

its

concludes his book with this

collective

melded

that

spirit

forced

Religion provided African

into
slaves
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beyond

slavery

had
the

a

resolute bond
time when the

in this

country.

in the United States with

a vehicle

through which to believe

Historically the
Americans

church was

and the

Black church

by Lincoln and Mamiya
Church

given

in their

things

could get better.

a mandate

by African

responded

as

important

study,

in the African American Experience

described here
The

Black

(1990):

The Black Church helped to create the black
self-help tradition and an ethos of economic
rationality for free and enslaved Blacks.
The
economic ethic of the Black church played a
crucial role in the transition from slavery to
freedom, teaching the values of long-term
sublimation instead of instant gratification,
saving for a rainy day, getting an education, and
keeping the family together.
(Lincoln & Mamiya,
1990, p. 272)
It was
an active

agent

Ministry."
asked to

the duty of the African American pastor to be
of what

Social

is

now being

ministry means that

lead the African American

"promised

land"

-

in other words,

"Through

its priestly

functions,

comfort,

nurture,

care

(Lincoln

&

safety

and

Mamiya,

zone as well

community.
Americans

Now,
are

1990,

p.

face

of

human
the

as hope

especially

272) .

the

"Social

church

community to

among an

is being
the

liberation.

Black Church provided
outcast people"

Religion has

provided

a

for the African American
in urban America,

looking to the

church and

to be the beacon of hope with
the

called

a

renewed

church
sense

African
leadership
of urgency

increased violence within their communities:

Historically, the Black community's most
effective leaders have been nurtured in the
"cultural womb" of the Black church.
What can be
said about the Black church can also be said of
its leadership.
In response to racial
oppression, protest and passivity, radicalism and
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in

moderation, activism and resignation have
categorized both Black churches and their
pastors. (Lincoln & Mamiya,
as cited by Harris,
1993, p. 78)
(note:
Ministry for Social Change)
It was no accident that Reverend Martin Luther King
had the social standing that allowed his voice to be heard
and followed during the conception of the Civil Rights
Movement of the late 1950s.

King's association with the

church sanctioned him as a leader in the eyes of the
African American; his bravery and vision made him a leader
with a universal message.

What I find also important to

note is that the Black churches liberated themselves by
becoming economically independent institutions.

This

notion parallels what Alain Locke and others called for as
a means of liberation during the 1920s.
More specifically,

in the context of this research of

visual artists, when Shirley Whitaker

(artist participant)

describes people looking at her painting of several old
African American women,
those two women,

and those viewers saying,

they go to my church,"

"I know

it is the context

of the church as the community's center that made those
women seem so recognizable to those viewers.
utilitarian value,

the uplifting entreaty,

It is this

of Whitaker's

work that makes it so appealing and accessible.

Many of

the artist participants of this study spoke of the
important role religion or spirituality have played,
continue to play in their lives.
example,

Nelson Stevens,

or

for

has made the production of Afrocentric religious
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iconography the major focus of his work for the past
several years.

African American Art and Artists:

Strategies for Survival

There is an increasing body of literature that looks
at African American art and artists.
extraordinary book, Mixed Blessings:
Multicultural America,
resource in this field.

Lucy Lippard's
New Art in a

is an outstanding intellectual
One of the central themes of

Lippard's book is that the arts can play a pivotal role in
the search for social understanding in a multicultural
United States.
statement:

With that in mind she makes the following

"We can choose instead to learn to read the

unfamiliar symbols and images buried in the experiences of
others,

to share the development of a fresh outlook-or an

'inlook',

a vision"

(Lippard,

1990,

p.

245).

Lippard's

book is divided into five important headings:
2)

"Telling," 3)

Around."

"Landing," 4)

Her first chapter,

1)

"Mixing," and 5)

"Naming,"

2,

"Turning

focuses on

self-naming, when an ethnic group names itself,
labeled,

"Naming,"

and being

or "named," outside a given ethnic group.

Chapter

"Telling," is about family history -the tracing of

inter-cultural beginnings and its effects on
present.

Chapter 3,

the past and

"Landing," deals with origins or

departure points, what it's like to be displaced as a
culture.
slavery,

Chapter 4,
rape,

"Mixing,"

investigates colonization,

and at the same time contemplates the new
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and freely mixed world.

The final chapter,

"Turning

Around," explores how various cultures have been tricked or
subverted into acceptance of the status quo.
The chapter entitled "Telling" uses the tradition of
oral history:
The deeper ground of "Telling"-the process of
understanding and drawing strength from one's
past, one's cultural history, beliefs, and
values-is distinguished here from the socialized
topsoil of "Naming," although the two are in fact
inextricably connected, since they are the ways
in which communal identity is forged and history
is recomprehended. (Lippard, 1990, p. 57)
Interspersed between Lippard's observations,
artists speak for themselves.
artwork,

They talk mostly about their

but also share their past experiences,

the duality of their lives.
artist of color,

and discuss

Each artist in this book is an

contending with being either an Asian

American, African American,
an artist.

the

or Latino American as well as

The two states of being are ever present; these

artists cannot separate who they are as people.

They will

always be African Americans,

or Latino

or Asian Americans,

Americans, who happen to be artists.

This will also be

true even if as a society we reach the point where race is
no longer a defining or divisive issue in our society.
Lippard's book is not a book of artists'

profiles;

rather it provides bits and pieces of oral histories in the
form of scattered quotes from a variety of artists.
research builds on the "Telling,"
chapters,

"Naming," and "Landing"

using the three-part methodology of
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My

phenomenological interviewing.

The research perspective is

different from that of Lippard's in that the bulk of the
research data comes directly from the words of the
participants.

Additionally,

I am concentrating on the

origins of nine African American artists and how their
lives mirror that of the African American community at
large.
Through the examination of "naming," within the
methodology of phenomenological interviewing,

the artist

participants in my study are free to define themselves as
individuals,

in their own words.

By expanding the concepts

of "Landing," it allows my artist participants to trace in
detail their origins as artists:
Art speaks for itself only when the artist is
able to speak for her or himself, but the support
of a sensed or concrete community is not easy to
come by.
Much of the art reproduced in this book
exposes the vulnerable point where inner vision
collides with stereotypes and other socially
constructed representations.
(Lippard, 1990, p.
22)
Whereas Lippard uses some small vignettes of the artists
words,

my study is designed to allow the participants to

define themselves in a more complete context.
Adrian Piper is an artist who was profiled in the
discourse of Lippard's book, Mixed Blessing;

and she was

also the focus of a 1990 feature article in Art in America.
"Being and Politics"

(Johnson,

1990) .

Ken Johnson begins

his article with this statement:
A faith in rationalism and a belief that rational
illumination is the way to begin to solve moral
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problems. These three levels-politics, art and
philosophy-are inextricably bound together in
Piper's enterprise.
(Johnson, 1990, p. 155)
Johnson's sees Piper as an artist who is perceived to have
the power to foster social change,

a concept that recalls

Alain Locke's belief that the Arts were a means to an end,
that end being civil rights for African Americans.
I have introduced artists such as Piper because she
helps to illustrate the larger contextual picture of the
strategies African American artists employ to survive in a
Eurocentric artworld.

Adrian Piper is an African American

woman artist who uses installation and performance art as
her vehicle for expression.
Goodnight

Like Shirley Whitaker and Paul

(artist participants in my research),

Piper is

trying to present positive images of African Americans.
Piper's strategy is to show the absurdity of racial
prejudice.
milk,

For example,

she soaked her clothes in vinegar,

and eggs for a week then rode the New York subway.

Piper referred to this series of works as "Catalysis."
objective was to catalyze people's reactions,

Her

leading them

to question their own ideas about social differences and
the negative results of fear and prejudice.

Piper's desire

to take her art directly to the public echoes the strategy
of Nelson Stevens

(artist participant)

who said that the

African American community is not in the galleries but in
the churches,

schools and barber shops.

Another African American artists Howardena Pindell has
survival strategies similar to Piper's,
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in that she seeks

to have the viewer question him or herself.
well-known video piece,

entitled "Free,

In a

White & 21,"

Pindell plays a dual role as herself and as a white bigot.
Pindell tells her story of prejudice and the bigot
counters.

Again the intent is to have the viewer take a

look inward.

Pindell has long been noted as a political

activist outside of her artwork.

In 1988 Pindell,

former curator at the Museum of Modern Art,

as

completed a

seven-year statistical report on museum and gallery
affiliations for over 11,000 artists of color working in
New York City.

Sixty-four galleries were surveyed;

thirty-nine of those,

including some of the most

prestigious in the city,

represented only White artists.

All but 10 of the total 64 galleries surveyed were reported
to be 90% White,

in terms of artist representation.

In a 1993 review of Pindell's 20-year retrospective,
critic Christine Temins of the Boston Globe describes
Pindell's survival strategies:
insider,

she

"As both outsider and

[Pindell] has protested mightily against

racism and sexism in the art world at large,

and done so in

an artistic voice that is not part of any stylistic
movement:

She's a movement unto herself"

(1993,

p.

33).

This passage is noteworthy because Temins describes
Pindell as a universal artist,
Borders

(artist participant)

universal,

not a Black artist.

Michael

often spoke about art as being

even when produced by an African American.

idea of universality is a relatively new approach in
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The

reviewing the works of African American artists.

Here

Temins reviews Pindell exclusively and fully as an artist.
The recently published book written by Romare Bearden
and Harry Henderson,

A History of African-American Artists:

From 1792 to the Present

(1993),

work on several levels.

Romare Bearden is one of this

country's great master artists.

is a moving and important

His collages,

his life in North Carolina and New York City,
considered American masterworks,

chronicling
are

though no major New York

City museum has given him a retrospective.

Bearden and

Henderson worked on this book for over twenty years,
Bearden did not live to see it published.

but

The authors do

not use this book as a vehicle to vent their exasperation
over past and present prejudice;

instead,

they present the

artists as human beings with unique lives and evolution.
The accounts of the lives of artists such as Henry Ossawa
Tanner are heart wrenching.
Eakins,

Tanner studied with Thomas

a well-known White artist,

and was the first Black

student admitted to the Pennsylvania Academy.

In the late

1800s Tanner was taken from his studio by a mob and tied to
his easel in a mock crucifixion.

This and other injustices

led Tanner to seek freedom in Europe.
Also notable,

the African American artist Edward

Bannister lived and worked in Providence where he and
fellow White artists helped to create the Rhode Island
School of Design.

Discussions for the school took place in
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Bannister's studio,

which was the original home of the

Providence Art Club.
Bearden and Henderson's book puts into perspective the
experiences of such artists as Lois Mailou Jones,

who

explained to me during an interview that for years she
displayed her work while keeping her race a secret

(see

artist profile of Lois Mailou Jones in Chapter 3).
review of the book which appears in the February 28,
issue of The Christian Science Monitor.

In a
1994

Marilynne S. Mason

states that the book:
. . . reminds the reader how blind one people can
be to the experience of another.
At a time when
ethnic hatred is much on our minds, this book
rebukes that state of mind that demeans and
ignores that which is true and beautiful because
it does not suit conventional norms. (Mason,
1994, p. 16)
This quote is important because it describes how the
Bearden and Henderson book parallels the purpose of my
study, which is in part to hear the artists speak about how
art is a beacon that can shine a light on social injustice.
When the origins of these artists are heard,

we see the

effect of society reflected in their work and their
survival strategies.
Another useful essay relevant to this study is
"Speaking Out:

Some Distance to Go ",

an article from the

September 1990 issue of Art in America.

In this article

Maurice Berger interviews six African American cultural
leaders on topics that range from the role of the museum
and art patronage to misconceptions about African American
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art.

The interviewees

historian,

Cole,

Mary Schmidt Campbell,

and museum administrator;

Henry Louis Gates,
Williams,

include:

artist;

Jr.,

David Hammons,

university professor;

Guy McElroy,

college president.

art

artist;

Pat Ward

museum curator;

and Johnetta

Berger conducted these

interviews

as part of his research on African Americans and art
museums,

stating that his work is about

"examining white

indifference and even hostility toward black culture.

It's

not about interpreting black culture but about interpreting
the inherent racism of white mainstream institutions"
(1990,

p.

83).

One of the participants

research is David Hammons,
charged.

whose work is politically

He deals with many social and political

the day,

including racism.

is site-specific
area).

in Berger's

Much of the work Hammons does

(made specifically for a certain display

One work was a drawing of Jesse Jackson,

directly on the gallery wall.
portrayal,

issues of

drawn

Instead of a realistic

Jackson had blonde hair and fair skin.

the image was the text,

"do you like me now?"

Below

This

political approach to art was the trademark of African
American artists of the 1960s and

70s.

Hammons states his

views on the political activist approach to art by saying:
"It is my belief that artists should disturb,
criticize,

make fun of the establishment,

are stroking the system"

(Berger,

Another political artist,
Williams,

1990,

p.

upset,

but now artists
81).

the aforementioned Pat Ward

expressed how mainstream galleries and museums
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will not even consider her work.

So Williams has made

it a

point to seek out institutions with some kind of an
academic affiliation.
well

To date this strategy has worked

for Ward Williams.
Guy McElroy,

of Art in his
and 1970s,

the late curator for the Corcoran Gallery

interview with Berger noted that

some responsive

the artistic developments

1960s

institutions did try to include
in Black art.

this point about the term "Black art":
"black art"

in the

McElroy also makes
"Today the term

is most often used to refer to art by black

people rather than to art with a black theme.
Consequently,

the idea that visible difference exists has

lost some significance"

(Berger,

1990,

p.

83)

This

statement suggests that some of the potency of Black
political art has been lost since the

1960s and '70s.

McElroy goes on to say that the impulse to create an art
that speaks to a broader audience,
gained momentum.

a universal

has

When asked if African American artists

are better served seeking out the alternative
Johnnetta Cole,

art,

institutions,

President of Spellman College,

answered

that they must seek to open the doors of both alternative
and mainstream art institutions.

This must be done without

having to deculturize ourselves.

Methodologically and Thematically Related Studies
This section of the literature review focuses on
studies related to my research.
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The reasons

for my

selecting the methodology of

in-depth phenomenological

interviewing can be found in the research of Irving
Seidman.

I was

first introduced to the methodology of

in-depth interviewing by Professor Irving Seidman while
doing the course work for my doctoral

studies.

I had

always believed that the only way to do research was
through quantitative means.

In his course Seidman

introduced us to this methodology for qualitative research,
and for me coming from a
revelation.

fine art background

The idea of being able to

it was a

further my

understanding of the origins and survival

strategies of

African American artists while working directly with
individuals I

respected was very appealing to me.

Seidman has written two books on the subject and use
of in-depth phenomenological
book.

interviews.

In the Words of the Faculty.

(Seidman,

shows this technique in action as he
problems and challenges

In his second
1985),

Seidman

investigates the

faced by community college

instructors as the try to cope with the demand for diverse
services.

These demands range from the desire

vocational training,

as well

for

as the preparation of students

for entry into four year colleges.
I have attempted to follow Seidman's methodology in
the development of my research.

Seidman makes this simple

but key point in the statement of his rationale
of this methodology:

for the use

"A basic approach to study the

complexities of any organization is to understand the
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experiences of those who comprise the organization and
carry out

its processes"

read those words,

(Seidman,

1985,

p.

14).

When I

it was a validation of my methodology.

In the case of my study,

African American artists are the

ones who carry out the process

(the production of artwork),

the organization is the African American community and
place in American society at large.

its

Seidman continues by

saying "At the root of in-depth phenomenological
interviewing is an interest

in understanding the

experiences of other people and the meaning they make of
that experience rather than in being able to predict or
control the experience"

(Seidman,

1985,

p.

15).

In this

methodology the participants experiences dictate the course
of the study not the researcher.
It is Seidman's second book,
Qualitative Research:

Interviewing as

A Guide for Researchers

and the Social Sciences.

(Seidman,

1991),

the methodology of in-depth interviewing
and served as a valuable resource
strategies.

in Education

which describes
in great detail

in developing my research

The creation of participant profiles

is an

integral component of this kind of qualitative research and
as Seidman states:
We learn from hearing and studying what the
participants say.
Although the interviewer cab
never be absent from the process, by crafting a
profile in the participant's own words the
interviewer allows those words to reflect the
person's consciousness. (Seidman, 1991, p. 91)
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Furthermore,

Seidman states that

it is the

formation of the

profiles that allows the researcher to tell the
participants story.

In terms of analysis,

Seidman refers

to several questions a researcher should ask him or
herself:
What connections are there among the experiences
of the participants you interviewed?
What do you
understand now that you did not understand before
you began the interviews?
What surprises have
there been?
What confirmations of previous
instincts?
How have your interviews been
consistent with the literature?
How consistent?
How have they gone beyond?
(Seidman, 1991, p.

102)
These questions and more formed the basis

for how I

approached the analysis portion of my study.
I submit that by understanding the experiences and the
meaning of the experiences of others,

we as a society are

in a position to confront issues surrounding a given group
with first-hand experiential data.

When one deals with an

issue as potentially contentious as race,

we are wise to

not rely on myth or generalizations as the source of our
information.
I begin my discussion of other thematically related
studies with the discussion of Dr.
dissertation,
Artists,

Cultural Dualism on Themes of Certain Afro-Am

completed in 1969,

political,

Allan Moran Gordan's

which explores the social,

and economic status of African Americans and the

themes of dominance and struggle which were present during
this time.

Gordan states:
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The purpose of this study was to determine
whether the phenomenon of cultural dualism, the
double-consciousness of the Afro-American, had
any effect on him as an artist.
The original
premise was that if cultural dualism was such an
integral part of the Afro-American's existence,
then it would also affect black artists and would
somehow manifest itself in themes and
iconography.
The evidence gleaned from this
study overwhelmingly supports this conjecture,
and the black artists reflect, in their works,
the relationship of the Negro to American society
as a whole.
(Gordon, 1969, p. 140)
This was a crucial premise

for my research.

By examining

the experiences of my nine artist participants,

I was also

viewing a microcosm of African American society.

Gordon

also discusses the idea of the artist as the social
political voice of society:
. . . the black artist held up, for white
audiences to see, the good-Negro-as-good-as-you,
or the poor-black-victim-of-the-cruel-whiteworld.
The artist selected themes that could
function on multiple levels especially the level
of social protest.
(Gordon, 1969, p. 141)
I

saw Gordon's study as an excellent precursor to my

research in that he presents us with an in-depth look at
artists living and working during the politically turbulent
late 1960s.

My study involved artist participants who came

of age during the same turbulent time,

but,

similar study almost thirty years later,

by conducting a

we also see the

transformation of some of these artists as their outside
stimuli change.
Dr.

Walter Byron Young's dissertation,

Painters and the Civil Rights Movement:
Relationships.

1955-1970.

Black American

A Study of

is a study that relies heavily on
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data analyzed from a questionnaire.
Young sought answers

In that questionnaire,

from two groups of respondents,

artists under forty years of age and artists over forty
years of age.
determined,

Young examined frequencies of responses to

"If their general responses to a particular

situation are similar and can be combined to
cohesive pattern of response
1972,

p.

form a

for the total group

(Young,

14).

Young concludes that most Black painters credit the
Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s as the driving

force

behind their use of more overt Black imagery in their own
work.

At the same time,

the painters who in Young's study

said that they were more likely to work with non-objective
imagery.
Black painters, while exhibiting a preference for
non-objective art over descriptive art, do,
nonetheless, feel that a non-objective mode can
be related to conditions that make up the
uniqueness of the black experience in America.
It is not entirely clear, however, how such a
development would occur in works that go beyond
literal description.
At the same time, there are
groups of painters emerging with a focus upon
establishing criteria for a viable black
aesthetic based upon the sights, sounds, moods,
color, and interest of people living in the black
community. (Young, 1972, p. 208)
I

found this somewhat surprising in that the majority of my

participants indicated that they preferred to work in a
representative style,

stating they felt

it to be more

accessible to African American audiences.
can possibly be explained by the
social

landscape have changed

The difference

fact that the art and

in the twenty four years
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since Young's study,

in fact Young makes that very point.

"Black painters are of the general opinion that the civil
rights movement provided the impetus

for a renewal

interest in utilizing more black imagery
of art"

(Young,

1972,

p.

207).

of

in their own works

Young also acknowledges the

fact that there is no clear African American aesthetic and
that these same artists are individuals

first and:

. . . use forms and styles as differentiated as
their collective personalities.
With the
exception of groups such as Africobra and the
muralist in inner cities, there is no distinct
style that can be said to represent a Black
School of Painting.
(Young, 1972, p. 210)
This was

interesting as confirmation of my own

findings but is was also intriguing because Young refers to
Africobra when it was just a

few years old.

Africobra

became such an important part of my research because one of
its

founding members

(Stevens)

was one of my artist

participants.
Another 1972
Artists

study,

in America.

Williams,

The Social Milieu and the Black

1900 -

1940.

by Dr.

Althea Bulls

is a library based study which explores the

continuum of social conditions

in the United States and how

they have influenced African American artists between 1900
and 1970.

Dr.

Williams describes the purpose of the study

as:
Identifying and analyzing the attitudes and
values about the visual arts which were prevalent
in particular periods, since views about art and
its importance varied in both time, situation and
in the context of the social situation.
Defining
and analyzing from a historical perspective the
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social structure in which the artists and their
critics operated, in an attempt to asses the
artistic values and attitudes expressed by blacks
in relation to their society. (Williams, p., 4,
1972
Williams'
decade.

study is presented in chronological

For each decade she presents

critics of that period.

order by

important artists and

In exploring that

forty year time

span Williams investigates social conditions such as
religion,

education and economically related

African American artists.

factors upon

Thematically Williams'

approach

to her is very similar to mine,

in fact Lois Mailou Jones

is one of the featured artist.

The main difference in the

two studies is that Williams collected her data
literature,

from

whereas I worked from literature and the words

of the participants profiles.
Dr.

Williams concludes that African American artists

have remained anonymous,

due in part to their separation

from the Black community and to their place on the fringe
of the dominant culture.

This separation from the African

America community may be the result of a

failed strategy by

African American artists to infiltrate the art mainstream
at the expense of an African American audience.

Williams

sees this as a reflection of the low esteem in which the
arts are held in our society as well

as the dominant

culture's ascription of African Americans to second class
citizens.

The notion of studying the effects of

environment and the experiences of African American artists
and the resulting imagery ties
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itself quite nicely to my

study.

The twenty two years since the Williams study have

brought about a climate and desire among the majority of my
artist participants to seek out the African American
community and present it with positive

images of

its

culture as a means of uplifting that community.
Williams ends her dissertation by stating this desire,
The increasing racial consciousness of all
minority group members and the general tone of
awareness of the dominant group will hopefully
produce for art educators a needed relationship
between art and life. (Williams, 1972, p. 171)
Dr.

Robert Clarence Spellman's study,

A Comparative

Analysis of the Characteristics of Works and Aesthetic
Philosophies of Selected Contemporary Mainstream and
Blackstream African American Artists
York University,

1973),

(abstract modernist artists)

Dana Chandler.

New

compares the work of mainstream

Black artists such as Sam Gilliam,

"Blackstream"

(Dissertation,

A1

Loving,

and Tom Lloyd

with what he terms

artists such as Benny Andrews,
Spellman concludes that:

Ben Jones,

and

"Mainstream"

artists were more concerned with emphasizing individuality
and originality while the

"Blackstream"

artists concern

themselves with a sense of group solidarity,
unity,

a collective

or a common African American experience.

Spellman's methodology involved analyzing the artwork
of variety African American artists,

as well

as the

writings of critics and scholars about that work.
"Secondly,

a description of the works of selected

mainstream and blackstream Afro-American art
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is made based

on the qualitative characteristics observed by this
researcher"

(Spellman,

1973,

p.

4).

Spellman's study

naturally led to a study of aesthetics and ask the
question,

"Is there a Black aesthetic?":

The study focuses upon a comparison of the
aesthetic philosophies of mainstream and
blackstream Afro-American artists with particular
respect to the existence or non-existence of a
Black aesthetic in the visual arts.
Aesthetic
philosophies are compared with respect to the
stated definition of Black aesthetic, whether the
aesthetic philosophies of artists differ from the
mainstream or blackstream characteristics found
in their works, and whether there are differences
or commonalities in what artists describe as the
characteristics of Black aesthetic. (Spellman,
1973, p. 5)
What is all too often missing from much of the
previously cited research is the artists'

own words.

One

premise of my study is that all African American artists
produce work that is the result of an individual African
American experience,

no matter what form the

imagery takes.

The dates of the aforementioned dissertations also make my
research more urgent.
1969,

Gordan's research was conducted in

Spellman's in 1973.

My research focuses on the

experiences of African American artists working into the
1990s and having come of age across the whole century.
These artists deal with a greater range of

issues and

illustrate how the aforementioned art and social

landscape

have changed over the decades.
Dr.

Christopher L.

Professional Musicians

Hardin's dissertation,
in Higher Education
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Black

(1987),

is an

important resource because of the use of

in-depth

interviews.
This qualitative method of research was selected over
quantitative means by Hardin because
methods are a means of knowing.
research subjects

.

.

"These scientific
.

They also view the

in the same way so that the subjects have

now become the objects

for study"

(Hardin,

1987,

p.

Although there are parallels to Hardin's rationale

46).
for

studying the lives of his participants and my own study:

it

is the individuality of their experiences that give a
clearer picture of the origins of these nine African
American artists.

Purely quantitative methods of research

require a certain detachment of researcher and subject.
This distance makes

it difficult to establish the kind of

trust necessary to solicit a recounting of deeper
experiential meaning.
Hardin studied the experiences of African American
musicians and how they have been affected by their dual
careers as professional musicians and educators:
Some of the biographical information was already
known, but the greater detail about teaching made
this research all the more meaningful.
The
sharing of their teaching experiences and the
accompanying feelings about their teaching was of
most interest to this researcher because it was
unavailable from any other source.
(Hardin,
1987, p. 305)
The concept of duality is an important theme
research,

in my

in that African American artists must balance

being an artist and being African American in contemporary
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American society.

The nuances of this kind of

information

cannot be retrieved from quantitative research methods.
To summarize,

my study focuses on the words of nine

African American artist-participants as they describe their
experiences.

I use the words of the artist participants to

create profiles that are,

in essence,

The profiles present the artists
a middle,

and an end.

verbal portraits.

"story," with a beginning,

To accomplish this I

had conducted phenomenological

in-depth

first of all

interviews with

each of my nine artist participants.
The arts have proven to be an effective catalyst
interdisciplinary learning,

and constitute an

of this culturally rich and diverse nation.

integral part
This country

is comprised of many different kinds of people,
something valid to offer educationally.

for

each with

We cannot reap the

benefits of what the under-explored cultures of our society
have to offer by constantly telling them they must conform
to Euro-American ideals.

Exploration of the arts

means of validating and instilling pride

is a

in who we are as

Americans.
I hope that my research data will eventually
contribute to the development of a multicultural
curriculum.

When this diversity is accomplished,

students—African American,
Latino,

Caucasian,

school
all

Asian American,

and Native American—will be taught to think of

themselves as simply another "Other."
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In-depth

interviewing is a methodology which promotes this kind of
inclusive research.
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CHAPTER 3

ARTIST PARTICIPANT PROFILES
This Chapter is composed of the profiles of nine
African American artists.

The nine artist participants

are:
Lois Mailou Jones
Calvin Burnett
Kofi Kayiga
Richard Yarde
Cheryl Warrick
Nelson Stevens
Paul Goodnight
Michael

Borders

Shirley Whitaker
The participants have been grouped,
topics,

on the basic

or themes raised by the artists'

own words and

roughly chronologically in terms of the artists'
ages.

issues,

respective

I have also included some of my questions to the

participants,

which serve as a mechanism for setting the

context for the artists'

comments.

The groupings comprise

the structure for both this chapter and Chapter 4,
of the Data,

and are the following:

Effects/Historical
Burnett;

Framework:

Generational

Lois Mailou Jones and Calvin

African Americans and Religion/Soiritualitv:

Kofi Kayiga,

Richard Yarde and Cheryl Warrick;

Images of African Americans:
Goodnight,

Analysis

Michael

Nelson Stevens,

Affirmative
Paul

Borders and Shirley Whitaker;
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Generational
Jones,

Effects/Historical

Calvin

Generational

Framework:

Lois Mailou

Burnett.

Effects/Historical Framework:
Jones and Calvin Burnett

Lois Mailou

Lois Mailou Jones
MC:
way?

And was your

family

involved

in the

arts

in

some

LMJ:
Well, art began very early with me as a child.
I was always drawing, and my parents were interested
to the extent that they gave me paper and crayons and
watercolors.
So that it looked as if it were my
destiny to be an artist.
And it was very interesting
that both of my parents realized that I was talented,
and encouraged me.
MC:
When they were encouraging you,
"She can make a living doing this"?

were

they

saying

LMJ:
Well, I think it was more of the encouragement
to really, you know, go to art school, in Boston.
I
went to the High School of Practical Arts, and majored
in art.
And I remember I was the art editor at one
time there.
And I also won a museum vocational
drawing class scholarship, which enabled me to go
until 9:00, from 9:00 until 2:00 to the High School of
Practical Arts, and then immediately walk over to the
Museum of Fine Arts in Boston.
And I worked in the
vocational drawing class, which gave me a very good
foundation on scholarships for four years, during the
entire high school period.
So that it was very
interesting.
That was very responsible for me getting
the scholarship to the Boston Museum School of Fine
Arts.
A scholarship in design.
And of course I
studied there on a scholarship for four years, and won
prizes and awards in design while I was there.
MC:
and

Where did you
a young woman?

spend more

of your years

as

a

child

LMJ:
My father and my mother were from Paterson, New
Jersey.
And they moved to Boston and settled in
downtown, into the really the heart of the city, where
my father was superintendent of a building across from
the Boston City Hall. And I remember my playground was
the rooftop of the big building, 25 School Street.
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And I think that's one reason why I'm such a lover of
nature, because there the smoky city and the crowded
streets and shops and stores and all was really
depressing to a child.
But it was wonderful each
summer that my mother would take me and my brother,
every summer of our childhood, to Martha's Vineyard
island.
And that's the island where we are today, you
and I.
And it's also where I first began to paint.
So it was wonderful when my mother would pack us up at
the close of school to take the boat to Woods Hole,
from Woods Hole over to Martha's Vineyard island.
And
oh, when we would arrive there the island was so
beautiful, and the flowers and buttercups and the
daisies and all of the flowers and the trees.
And oh,
it was just a revelation really to come for the
summer's vacation.
And as I said, when I was in my
teens, when I was 17 or so, I met Robert Hemmings, who
was living in Paris, who had relatives on Martha's
Vineyard island.
And I had a little car that I was
driving around in, sketching, going out to sketch.
And his relatives called and asked if I would mind
taking Mr. Hemmings with me so that he could do some
painting.
And I remember sitting on the beach looking
over Vineyard Haven harbor, and doing the first
watercolor.
And he was my teacher, which gave me very
many good points about watercolor painting.
So I had
most of the summer working with him.
So it was a
wonderful experience.
MC:
lot
LMJ:

When you went to the Museum School,
of women?
Yes,

there were

especially

in design.

MC:

African-American

a

lot

of women

were there

in the

a

classes,

women?

LMJ:
No.
As a matter of fact, the only other Black
student was Alan Crite. I think you've heard of him
today . . . who came really the year after I
graduated.
There was one colored fellow from the
South, who was studying painting.
But, no, there
weren't any women when I think.
That's a good . . .
yeah.
I didn't realize that.
MC:

Well,

how were you treated?

LMJ:
But, because of my talent, they really praised
me very highly.
I mean, as I said, I got awards,
prizes, and got along beautifully.
And even until the
end of the school.
I mean the director, Henry Hemp
Clark was very, very kind to me.
The only thing was,
I remember in going back to the Museum School after I
had graduated . . . and I might say that after I
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graduated from the Museum School I got a scholarship
to go to the Designer's Art School under the direction
of Ludwig Frank, a very famous German designer of
textiles.
And it was there that I learned how to
design textiles for cretonne fabrics.
And during that
year, many of them were sold all over the country.
They had names:
Ganjees and Fisbee and Bogrettes and
. . . but you never saw my name, Lois Mailou Jones.
And I realized that I wanted to go down in history as
a painter, and that in order to do that I would have
to paint.
So that it was in 1932 that I did the first
painting, "The Ascent of Ethiopia," which I will talk
about a little later.
I just showed you the
reproduction of it.
It's been sold to the Milwaukee
Museum, just about two or three months ago, for their
permanent collection.
There really weren't women.
At the Designer's
Art School, again no Black women.
And it was very
interesting.
There was one White girl from Alabama,
and you know, I mean, the feelings of Southerners and
Northern Blacks.
But this was an unusual friendship.
I mean she even took some of my textile designs, put
them with hers, and sometimes she would sell and they
would be mine.
And we got to be very very dear
friends and I will never forget her.
MC:
And she would sell them and not say this was done
by a Black woman?
LMJ:
Well, they would know that it was another
student that she was, you know, helping.
But they
didn't know I was Black.
And they didn't know
anything about me.
I mean, I wasn't getting to be
known at all in those days.
MC:
You started painting even before you went to the
Vineyard.
Were you painting things that were
landscape-oriented?
Or was art more of an escape for
you at this time?
LMJ:
No.
I really, I think that at that age, I was
doing, you know, assignments at the schools.
I was
studying at the, as I said, at the School of Fine
Arts, and had lessons in textile design and some
painting.
But, the serious work of working
out-of-doors began when I came to Martha's Vineyard
island, and worked with Robert Hemmings, who was an
excellent landscape, and seascape painter, seascapes.
And I remember we had a joint exhibit that first year
when I met him, and that was really in the very early,
like '29, '27, '26, 1926.
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[one time in] Oak Bluffs.
I got into a
conversation with Harry Burleigh and Mita Fuller, who
told me very frankly that, "You're very talented Lois,
but you're not going to make it in the United States.
You're going to have to go abroad."
And Mita spoke up
to tell me that she had gone to France, and she had
met Rodin, and worked in his studio.
And then Harry
T. Burleigh chimed in to say that he would go to
Switzerland, where he wrote most of his spirituals.
And the nice thing was that when he said, "When I
can't go to Switzerland, I go to Martha's Vineyard
island because the blue of the lakes and the ocean is
so similar that I get my inspiration there."
MC:
Why were they saying you had to go abroad?
Why
were they saying you couldn't make it in the United
States?
LMJ:
Well, the whole situation of prejudice was so
strong.
There was no encouragement for Black artists
to exhibit.
There was just no opportunity. I mean,
and you know, most of the artists did go abroad at
that time. So many of the leading artists.
Hale
Woodruff and well, Augusta Savage had problems because
of her color that she did finally get a scholarship to
go overseas.
And so it was, I mean, that we couldn't
make it in this country.
No way.
You take Henry 0.
Tanner.
Well, he was one of my, really the main
person to inspire me because he did go to France.
As
a matter of fact, he lived and painted there and died
there.
And it was my hope to have had the opportunity
to have met him when I got a scholarship in 1937 to go
to France to study at the Academy Julia to meet him.
But I missed him by about three months.
He died just
before I arrived in September, so I never had the
opportunity to have his guidance.
But the knowledge
of his success in Paris of exhibiting in the major
galleries, and being decorated by the French
government . . .
MC:
So it was only passed on by word of mouth.
I
mean, you weren't reading about this in the newspaper.
LMJ:
It wasn't in books.
There was nothing about
Tanner, nothing about Harry T. Burleigh.
None of us.
It took the Harlem Renaissance to really, you know,
put the Negroes really in action.
I mean, it was at
that time that Alaine Locke and Marcus Garvey and
DuBois got together and put out the theory that "Black
is beautiful." "You are talented, you people" Langston
Hughes and Fats Waller the pianist and so on.
So many
I could go on to name.
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MC:
Locke wanted people to kind of forget about
Europe and look at their African heritage.
LMJ:
Well, that was what he told me.
That "You, all
of you Black artists have a heritage.
Look at Picasso
and Modigliani and so on, who would use Africa as an
inspiration, as a theme.
It belongs to you, and you
will do more with it than they will ever do."
And
this is one painting that I did in Paris, before I
began to follow that theory and which I later called
my Alain Locke period because of the inspiration that
he gave me to use the Black subject.
I was already
working for the Grace Ripley studios in Boston. She
was a White professor at the Rhode Island School of
Design who had a studio on Boylston Street in Boston
where she designed for the Borgiatti sisters, and the
leading dance companies in New York City.
And I
worked with her doing batik, and especially making
masks, which took me to the museums to study masks.
And I was thrilled with the African masks, to the
extent that it stayed with me.
And when I went to
Paris on the fellowship in 1937, Paris was just
promoting African arts to no end.
I mean, all of the
galleries and shops and everything were featuring
African art and African sculpture, African design.
I
made sketches and went back to my Paris studio and did
this painting that you're looking at, which is guite
famous today.
It's called "Les Fetiches."
And it is
inspiration Africa.
As you see there are these masks.
And then the movement, the mysticism and all that I
felt in working in oil on canvas. I took it down to
the Academy to my professors, some of the most famous
French artists at that time.
Burgess, for example,
and Maurie.
And they looked at the painting, and they
said, "But it does not look like your work." They were
used to my paintings of landscapes of the Luxembourg
Garden and Paris street scenes.
MC:
it.

Right.

Which had a more Western European look to

LMJ:
Yes.
Nothing of Africa.
But the beauty of
nature and gardens and streets up in Montmartre where
Utrillo worked, and so many of the famous French
artists.
And they couldn't understand how, how I did
that painting.
And I had to tell them.
I said "Well,
when you think of your Picasso, your Modigliani, your
Matisse and so on," I said, "Using African
inspiration, don't you think that it's really more
expected of me?
It's my heritage."
And they had to
admit that, "Well, yes, she's right.
She has the
right to do this type of thing, more than the French."
When I came back to the States, I was given an exhibit
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in Boston, and I remember getting good coverage
paper and all that.
MC:

in the

What kind of an institution was this?

LMJ:
It was one of the most important galleries in
Boston.
I've forgot the name of it.
But anyway, it's
all documented in this "World of Lois Mailou Jones,"
which is a catalogue that goes with the traveling
exhibit that I've had going for the last four years
all over the country.
MC:
Now this, where you had this exhibit,
specialize in African-American artists.

they didn't

LMJ:
Not at all.
I mean, it was a very unusual thing
for them to exhibit my work.
But they were interested
in me because I was a graduate of the Boston Museum
School.
And in that way they felt to give me the
show.
I got a nice write-up in The Boston Post I
remember.
And a reproduction of the painting that I
did of "The Luxembourg Garden."
It was one of the
famous things that I had done very early, using . . .
oh, beautiful sites in Paris.
As an impressionist, I
exhibited at the Salon Des Arts de Frangais, for
example.
And Gallerie de Paris.
And had my picture
in the Beaux Arts Journal.
And the statement was,
"She must be a great admirer of Cezanne."
Because I
had done a couple of still-lives using drapery and, in
one of them, featuring green apples.
And they felt
that I was inspired by Cezanne, but I wasn't.
I
didn't know too much about Cezanne.
But in France, it
was the way that I handled the palette knife as an
impressionist that made me look something like his
direction of painting.
MC:

Were your parents still

alive at this time?

LMJ:
Oh yes.
They followed me. My mother was a great
inspiration.
And up here in Oak Bluffs, when we'd
come in the summer, and I would go out painting.... and
do the studies of Menemsha and Vineyard Haven.
Seascapes and that type of thing.
And my mother would
arrange an exhibition where we had our summer home. .
. . She'd arrange a hanging arrangement from tree to
tree and hang the paintings.
And all the friends
would come.
It was an annual affair, to see Lois
Jones' work.
So it's very interesting, today some of
them have come to me and mention that "I have one of
your first watercolors that you did at Martha's
Vineyard island."
MC:
Did you go to galleries and show your work to the
gallery people?
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LMJ:
Well, for example, I met Albert Schmidt. You've
heard of Albert Schmidt in Paris. He was one of the
Black men who went over to fight for the country.
And
after the war was over he decided to stay and paint.
And he did beautiful work, especially in Spain.
The
light, he said, was so beautiful.
And he was one of
my companions when I was there in 1937.
And he would
come and talk about my work.
And I remember him
saying, "Lois, when you go back to the States, tell me
what happens to your paintings.
Because when I went
back with mine, I went on 57th Street and nobody would
take an interest in my work."
He said "I was so
discouraged that I returned to Paris.
I married a
French lady and never went back," like Tanner.
And he
died in France.
And he said, "I'd like to know what
happens to your beautiful work."
Sure enough, I went
to 57th Street, and they said, "You're an excellent
painter, an impressionist, but we don't handle the
work of any Black artists."
MC:

So they said that right upfront.

LMJ:
We cannot sell you.
So that it was very, very
discouraging.
So what did I do?
I would learn about
important exhibits to open at the National Academy of
Design in New York City, Philadelphia Academy and so
on.
I put them in crates, shipped them.
And they
never knew what was a Jones display.
Sometimes I
would go to the opening.
And I remember in
Philadelphia seeing one of my works hanging just in
the center of a display at the head of the steps in
the main gallery.
And I was just thinking I had made
it.
And the guard came up, a White guard, and he
looked at me and he looked at the painting, he looked
at the work and he said "I guess you like [that]
painting."
And I said, "Yes, very much."
But I
didn't tell him that I was the artist.
I felt it was
much better to make my niche, and not let them know
that Lois Jones was Black at that time.
And so it
went on and on and on for some years.
I remember
getting one award at the Concord Gallery of Art for an
impressionist thing that I did on my return from
France up at Gay Head.
Quite a stunning painting.
And it got the Robert Woods Bliss Award.
But I didn't
go to receive it.
As a matter of fact, I had a White
friend, and a French friend from France who would
deliver my work to exhibits, or pick up an award,
because I felt it was better to get as strong as
possible before I let them know that Lois Jones was
Black.
MC:

So how long did this go on?
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LMJ:
For several years.
When I came back the war
came.
I couldn't go back to France, so I continued
shipping the paintings.
And for several years.
And
then finally the Washington Society of Artists
initiated me as the first Black member.
I remember
standing in the receiving line on that occasion, and
when the people would come to shake my hand, they
would quickly say, "This is Lois Jones, she's, she's
been in France, she has studied in France."
MC:

That would validate you?

LMJ:
Yeah, that validated me.
It couldn't have been
that I was Lois Jones who was Black and who had, you
know, been born in Boston.
MC:
So now you're talking about the early
People know who Lois Mailou Jones is.
LMJ:
MC:
LMJ:
MC:

Finally.

'50s.

Finally.

And they know that she's an African-American.
But we had the Black art movement,

you remember.

Right.

LMJ:
And I did make the statement that I felt every
Black artist should exhibit in those shows to really
prove that we were talented.
That we should really
promote art through that group membership.
MC:

So you feel

it's

important?

LMJ:
But I was very hurt that I was kept out of White
shows.
You see, I was always exhibiting in Black art.
Black art, your subject was supposed to deal with
Africa or something about Black art.
I did the
painting, for example, "Mob Victim."
And I do have to
thank Alain Locke for inspiration, because when I came
back to my position as a professor of art at Howard
University. . . . You know I taught there for 47
years, and I was an instructor for certainly 15 years.
But anyway ... I remember meeting Alain Locke on my
return.
And he mentioned that he liked my street
scenes.
He said I'm using "Rue Normair" in my book.
That was the first book that came out on Negro art.
And he said I'm using it in the book.
"But Lois, you
and the other Black artists, you've got to do
something with African influence, your heritage. It's
so rich.
You all have to do something."
And I
remember we were having many lynchings at that time,
and I was very much disturbed to the extent that I
decided I'm going to do a man about to be lynched, and
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I needed a model.
And I remember walking down U
Street, and seeing an old man, he must have been in
his late 70s.
And he had on a long black overcoat,
and kind of a shabby looking black hat.
But he was a
bearded figure.
And it was on U Street.
And I
remember going up to him, and asking him, "Has anybody
ever made a sketch of you?"
And he looked down . . .
e was very tall . . . and he didn't know what I was
talking about, making a sketch.
I said, "I wish to
pay you if you'll come and pose for me."
In two days
he came to my studio, sure enough, and I told him I
wanted to do him as a man about to be lynched. And as
I think I mentioned earlier, that it was the Rose
Gallery that gave me the exhibition when I returned
from France.
And I think it was on the strength of my
being a graduate of the Boston Museum School.
And
they felt to promote me, give me a start.
But that
was the only gallery.
As I mentioned about the New
York galleries, nobody would take my work.
MC:

Had Vose shown any other Black artists?

LMJ:
No.
You know,

I doubt if they even have since.
they're not interested.

[laughs]

MC:
Now, there's still a debate that goes on among
African-American artists, where some artists are
called more "separatist"; that are perfectly happy to
show in alternative or Black institutions, and have no
interest in the mainstream, like the New York
mainstream establishments.
Then there are others who
feel that we still need to go in, and have our work in
those mainstream institutions.
Where do you see
yourself as far as that debate?
LMJ:
No, I don't feel the need to really tie in with
any group that is entirely. You have Jeff Donaldson,
for example, who is now Dean of the College of Fine
Arts at Howard University.
They all exhibit together
annually.
And I never feel that I want to do that,
you know, . . . I'm an artist.
MC:

You're an artist,

not a Black artist?

LMJ:
Yes.
And I've often said that.
That like Jacob
Lawrence, I'm an American artist.
I happen to be
Black.
But first of all I'm an artist.
So it . . .
that period of Black art really slowed me down for
many many years.
I had access only to show in Black
art shows.
MC:
And your work was expected to look a certain way
to be in those shows?

70

LMJ:
Absolutely.
I mean, the whole thing was, you
know, very binding and all.
I mean, you, you had no
freedom at all to branch out.
For instance, I had
many beautiful studies that I had done in France of
still lives, of landscapes and all.
And if I had put
them in any of the Black shows, they probably, you
know, would have been not interested in them.
Now you
have to remember now that we had, the movement at
Atlanta University under Hale Woodruff.
And one of my
paintings that got the first awarded painting was a
painting of northern France, a landscape.
That was a
little different.
You could do subjects that dealt
with universal types of subject matter.
And that was
at Atlanta University, example.
The Harmon
Foundation, which was before those shows.
And Mary
Beady Brady, who was the director of the Harmon
Foundation in New York City, had the first show of the
work of Black artists.
And they weren't limited in
any way or told that your subject has to deal with,
with Black folk and so on.
So that we have to set
aside those two movements.
That is, the Harmon
Foundation shows, which were very helpful in giving us
exposure.
Remember, in the broad sense the Black
artist had no chance.
No way you could exhibit.
The
Harmon Foundation gave us publicity.
And awards, they
weren't for much money but I remember getting a couple
of them.
James Wells, who taught with me for many
many years at Howard University got prizes and so on.
It was encouraging.
And then after that Atlanta
University picked up with Hale Woodruff, gave awards
in watercolor and sculpture and painting and so on,
which gave us exposure.
But limited, that is, Black
art movement.
And then of course when things really
got tight, and we had the strict movement of being
isolated and exhibiting only in Black shows.
That
really slowed down, for me slowed down my progress.
That's why it was fortunate that I was exhibiting
incognito, and not letting them know that Lois Jones
was Black.
MC:
Now what about the
in the 1960s for you?

'60s?

What starts to happen

LMj:
Barry Gaither gave me a very wonderful show at
the Boston Museum of Fine Arts.
That was an
encouraging moment in my career.
And then as time
went on. . . .1 mean, after I let them know in
Washington that I was Black, I was exhibiting in the
major shows I would say.
But not in the big way that
I should have been.
That is, at the Whitney or the
Modern Museum of Art and like that.
I was not
invited.
And I was exhibiting, for example, in
Washington, D.C. at the National Gallery of Art or the
Corcoran Gallery of Art.
The White Gallery, which was
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very interesting for me in giving me a one-woman show
at one time.
That was a good movement.
Howard
University had a gallery of art.
The Bonnett Aiden
Gallery.
You've probably heard of that collection,
which was organized by James Vernon Haring and Alonzo
Aiden on Randolph Place in Boston.
And they realized
that Black artists didn't have any place to really
show their work.
But the nice thing was that they
also showed the work of White artists with Black
artists.
And it grew to be a very important movement,
the Bonnett Aiden Gallery in Washington, D.C.
MC:

Was

this

during the

60s'?

LM J:
Well before that, way before that.
Like in the
40s' and so on.
Did I finish talking about "The Mob
Victim" painting?
That was important that I did that
painting from the old gentleman.
Who, I was
explaining, I wanted him to look to be a man about to
be lynched.
Open your shirt and I'm tying your hands.
He didn't know what was going on; it was so funny.
And finally he said, "Would you know, daughter, I
lived on a plantation in the South, and I saw one of
my brothers lynched."
And I said, "Oh, tell me about
it."
Well, he said, "My master put him in a wagon
and, took us to the tree, and on the way . . ."I
said, "Hw did he look?"
He said, "He just looked up
at the heavens and ..."
And I said, "Don't move,
that's just the pose."
That painting is quite famous
today.
It's in here (book).
It was exhibited in
Paris, France, and it got first Honorable Mention in
painting at the Salon Des Arts de Frangais.
And he
was a wonderful model.
After that, it turned out that
he posed for me for other studies of types that I used
in many exhibits.
But I want to go back to finish
that statement about the Black subject, and how
important it was.
And I called that period, Thanks to
Alain Locke, my Alain Locke period.
MC:

Now,

when the

I

couldn't believe this,

Boston Museum of

one-person

Fine Arts

that

it was

had the

exhibition by an African-American
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first
artist,

and that was you.
LMJ:
And that was my show.
Well, that's just to show
you.
I mean, it, it was, there was no encouragement,
you know.
Barry Gaither is the only Black member on
the staff of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts.
And
Barry has
MC:
art

done much.

So would you
is probably

say that your greatest

Locke?
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influence

in

LMJ:
Oh yes, definitely.
And then going to France.
I owe a lot to France.
I forgot I was Black.
And of
course, that was a very swift crowd of nightclub
people and all.
So that I had been sent over there on
a scholarship, and I was told by Mary Beady Brady when
I was taking that boat, the Normandy. to go to France
on that scholarship, what we expect of you.
"We want
you to take that sketchbook every day with you, sketch
every day, and come back because we want you to really
be outstanding as an artist we have promoted."
And so
it was that Doctor Woodson ... I had been his
illustrator for a number of years.
I illustrated a
major part of his junior collection, children's books.
And also the book, "African Heroes and Heroines," I
was commissioned to illustrate during my stay in
Paris.
And that was very good because I did it in my
course of illustration.
So all of those illustrations
in that particular book are mine.
And he was so nice.
He sent me a lovely basket of fruit.
I was in my
stateroom on the Normandy when I was leaving, 1937.
And then also the director of the Shaumberg, Arthur
Shaumberg, he sent up some flowers, and, you know,
came to see me off.
But that was a great moment, I
tell you, to go to France.
And then, as I said, I
really forgot my color.
I mean, I was living with
French people.
And being able to go anywhere to
exhibit in the major galleries was such a wonderful
experience.
MC:
LMJ:
MC:

You were just another artist.
I was just another person.
Now where does Haiti come

in your life?

LMJ:
In the 1930s, I was a young teacher at Howard
University.
And I realized I had my diploma from
Boston Museum School and a certificate from the Boston
Normal School and Harvard University.
But I wanted a
degree, and I said "Maybe it's best I go to New York
summer school and get that degree."
And in the class
of design there was this very attractive gentleman
from Haiti, Vernial Pierre Noel.
I remember how
handsome he was.
It was during the summer, and I know
he wore these lovely white linen suits.
And I can
remember the little black string tie that he wore.
He
was very tall and very elegant.
And after some time
he came over to my table and mentioned that he liked
what I was doing.
And then he went on to say that he
was staying at the International House, and how he
wanted to see Harlem.
But they had told him, "You
must not go to Harlem.
The Negroes are terrible
people.
You should not meet them."
But he said, "I
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see you have a little car.
delighted.
MC:

Would you take me?"

I was

So what year was this?

LMJ:
So that was
in the '30s.

in,

let's see,

it was

in 19-uh,

30,

MC:
And this is your future husband.
LMJ:
And never did I think of that.
However, I
remember my relatives in New York, where the wife of
Thomas Mosely was from, the islands, and she knew how
to cook rice and beans and that type of Haitian food.
And I told her about him, I liked him very much, would
she fix a dinner?
And she prepared a dinner.
And
then after that we were very, very close friends.
We
went to exhibits together, and we went dancing
together.
And then it came time for me to go back to
Howard to teach.
And I remember the separation.
It
was, I had really fallen in love, there's no question
about that.
But I was still in love with my art to
the extent that I told him that, you know, I had to go
back to my position in Washington, D.C.
And he
finally went back to Haiti.
And the years went on,
and it wasn't until, what was that . . . 19-uh, yeah,
that was 1953.
My mother had become quite worried
that I wasn't getting married.
She said "you're
painting all the time, painting, painting.
And you're
gonna have so many paintings all around you I'm afraid
as you get older you're gonna be lonely.
You better
be thinking about getting married."
I went back to
France as I did every summer, because you know I
taught at Howard for 47 years as professor of
watercolor painting, finally a professor, and of
design.
So that it was a matter of thinking of what
my mother had said, and finally meeting a very
distingished artist.
He was from Hungary, Hungarian.
And he had studied medicine for a few years in the
north, Canada somewhere.
But he really was an artist,
and an excellent artist.
And I became engaged to him, came back to the
States, and went on with my work at Howard.
And
finally when I was getting ready, packing to go back
to France that summer to paint as I did the month of
June, July, August, September before returning to my
position at Howard, I remember my mother coming up to
me in my studio there in Washington and saying,
"There's a gentleman downstairs who seems to be
somebody from the Embassy.
He has an accent."
And I
went down to see who it was, and who should be
standing there but Vernial Pierre Noel, after all
those years.
And the first thing he asked me was
"Have you married yet?"
And I said, "No, have you?"
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And he said "No."
And that was the beginning.
So
that, he went to see me off, to New York, and he said
"I'm going to try to get the government to let me stay
a little longer at the Pan-American Union."
He was
doing illustrating some books for children.
And he
said, "I'm going to wait for you."
And then I had to
explain that I was engaged.
I was going over with the
thought of getting ... so anyway, he wrote to me all
that summer in France, and said "I'm still waiting."
And I finally told Eric, my Hungarian friend, I
couldn't go through with the marriage.
And it's
interesting.
In a year he married a girl from
Martinique.
He wanted to marry a lady of color.
But
anyway, I came back and, and I, I decided that it was
a wonderful thing that he had come back into my life.
And it was perfect. I mean, we married, and we had a
wonderful 27 years together.
I remember taking my
students abroad to study in Paris.
I took about 27
students, Pierre and I.
I put them in school.
They
went to the Academie de le Grand Charmier.
I had gone
to the Academie Julian and gotten my diploma, you
remember.
But, in the summer, it was the Charmier,
and they all got certificates.
Even today, they tell
me how proud they are of their certificates from the
Charmier, and what a wonderful thing it was for me to
take them.
And then that next year, the director of
those tours came to me and said, "Don't you want to
take them on another tour?"
And I said, "Oh, you
don't realize what it is to take students ..."
MC:

Oh yeah.

I

just did that this past summer.

LMJ:
Although they behaved beautifully.
But anyway,
we went on a trip to seven countries in Europe, a
European tour, and that was interesting.
Pierre was
always by my side.
And he had gotten a wonderful
position as designer at the Pothole.
That's the
Pan-American Health Organization.
He was a graphic
designer of their book covers and illustrations.
He
was known internationally for designing stamps for the
United Nations.
World stamps.
And he had gotten
first prizes in the World.
It was a beautiful, you
know, companionship for all those years.
We went to
Russia, we went to Africa together.
I took the
students to Africa.
We met A. T. of Ethiopia, who I
had met when I went on a project for Howard University
to make a study of contemporary art in Africa.
I took
hundreds of slides which are today in the archives of
Howard University.
And it was such a wonderful tour
that I made it a tour open to students, mostly
graduate age students, and took them back.
And we
went to 11 African countries.
That was a beautiful
tour.
And that's really when my work changed.
Like
so many people will tell you, when you go to a Lois
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Jones exhibit, you wonder if there are two or three
artists exhibiting.
Because there are things of
landscape, of Martha's Vineyard for Lois Mailou Jones
example.
And then there are things of Haiti, and things
made of Haiti, that is when I was to marry Pierre
Noel.
At the same moment I got an invitation from the
president of Haiti to go to make a study of a series
of paintings of the life of the people, the beauty of
the country, which were to be exhibited at the Pan
American Union during his official visit with his
wife.
And I accepted that.
And then it was a matter
of it conflicting with my marriage.
But we were
married in France, and they told me at the Embassy,
"We'll give you a second honeymoon in Haiti because
he's Haitian.
We're happy that you are marrying him."
It was wonderful.
So they put us up in a beautiful
hotel in Haiti.
And I remember after the first week I
said to Pierre, I said, "Can't we live out with the
people?
I want to do paintings of the Haitian people
and life and all that they're living."
And he rented
a beautiful house.
The first time I had servants,
I'll remember, it was such a thrill.
And that was
when I did so many of these paintings that you're
looking at, these reproductions.
The Vendu de Stissue
market women down by the market, selling bright
colored cloths, and selling chickens and all, and
people singing and. ... My whole palette changed
from Paris, which was so gray and silvery and mystical
to something was just fiery and full of voodoo and
drumming and singing.
The whole palette changed, the
subject matter changed.
And the same thing happened
when I went to Africa, which was very similar to
Haiti.
Then my husband and I bought the home, the
studio in Port-au-Prince, which I have today.
I mean,
it's still there.
And with the situation so
unfortunate, I cannot go and enjoy it.
But I did some
of my best work in Haiti.
Haiti is like Africa.
As a
matter of fact, Haiti never cut her ties with Mother
Africa, so that you felt, in the painting, those
people in the villages and all around.
I mean, you
felt Africa.
And I did some of my, I have done some
of my best work in those regions.
And so it was that
I had that very wonderful life with Vernial Pierre
Noel.
Then I retired from Howard University.
And I
still love Martha's Vineyard, to the extent that I
still paint here . . .
MC:
Right.
Now tell me about, your work now is
probably pretty much the way you've always worked with
Martha's Vineyard, as far as the imagery?
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LMJ:
It isn't terribly different, although critics
have said that there's something about my color is
very powerful today.
It's very beautiful, and there's
always a sense of design, that you can always tell a
Lois Jones painting.
Even though the subject may be
very different, it may be Martha's Vineyard up at Gay
Head as compared to something in Port-au-Prince,
Haiti.
But you can tell it's a Lois Jones painting.
I'm told that.
MC:

Are you working at all with African motifs?

LMJ:
Yes, I am still intending to go on with that.
What has happened is the Meridian International Center
in Washington, D.C., a very important organization,
presented my work in a one-women show.
That was four
years ago.
And the show was such a success,
consisting of about 76 works that really started with
my first works at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts and
going through the study at Harvard, the study in New
york City, and the study in Paris.
That, you walk
through my life as you walk through the exhibit.
And
it was booked to travel to museums like the Schomberg,
and Milwaukee and so on.
MC:
When you go to this retrospective at the
Corcoran, do you think that you'll have the feeling
that you're looking at an autobiography?
LMJ:

Absolutely.

MC:
Do you have any portraits of your husband in that
exhibition?
LMJ:
It'll have a lot of portraits.
For instance, my
mother holding me as a baby.
And pictures of me when
I was very young, of my father, of my mother.
It'll
really be very much like the Jacob Lawrence book that
came out.
And then, of course, it'll go through the
whole career. It'll be a . . . Pomegranate Press is,
is publishing the book, and it'll be what we call
a...well, a complete history of my life, a coffee
table book.
I think it will sell for something like
around $28 or $30.
It's quite a large book.
MC:
But even without the book, I mean, it's still
autobiography.
Just the pictures alone.

an

LMJ:
It'll have all of the stories.
Doctor Benjamin
has been very fortunate in having the key to my house
in Washington to my archives, and in being a close
friend with me, so as that traveling with me, as she
has on some occasions when I lecture, that book is a
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lecture.
Like what I'm doing for you.
I'm telling
you about my life.
And all this is in the book.
MC:
One thing we haven't talked about.
the National Conference of Artists.
LMJ:
MC:

Tell me about

Of Artists?
Are you still

active with them?

LMJ:
I'm not so active with them now.
As you look at
me, you know, I'm getting to be 89 November 3rd.
MC:

You don't act or look like an 89-year-old.

LMJ:
And it's difficult to keep up with all of their
meetings and all.
Although I did, I was honored at
one of their meetings, their last meetings, in
Philadelphia.
And I received so many awards and
prizes and things, and I received one from them.
And
the Print Club also in Philadelphia.
MC:
What do you see their main function as being?
The National Conference of Artists.
What, what is...?
LMJ:
Well, I think to really encourage Black artists,
and sort of help to pave the way. They have exhibits
at various, you know, galleries.
They have units in
important cities all over the country.
And I think
that they're doing, doing a good job.
But I cannot be
as active, because of what I went through all these
last four years, traveling and lecturing.
But
Margaret Bose, the founder of it, is my very dear
friend.
And in fact we met when I had the one-woman
show at the Terra Gallery of American Art in Chicago
recently.
And Margaret came, and we talked over old
times.
And she's done wonderful work, I think, you
know, as a leader.
MC:
You've, you've outlived a
African-American artists.

lot of very great

LMJ:
Yeah, I've really had a very,
very active life.

very

full

life.

A

MC:
What would you want to say to a young
African-American artist now?
LMJ:
I sort of paved the way for them, and it's my
feeling that there are other artists, Emela Lewis and
others, who have helped to open up the paths making it
easier for them.
And they've got to have a good, good
training.
They've got to learn to draw, and draw
well.
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MC:

Classic training.

LMJ:
You need that.
You need to know color.
You
need to know design. In other words, how to use the
tools.
And to, and to make contacts, meet artists,
and follow good exhibits.
You might have some
inspiration from some of this.
I've had two or three
say that they got a lot from Lois Jones, or they got a
lot from David Driscoll, or so on.
MC:
Well, as I said, a lot of other people that I've
interviewed have made that statement.
Would you tell
these young artists to pursue the mainstream
institutions?
LMJ:
MC:
LMJ:

Calvin

Of
Be

course.
artists,

not,

Don't belittle

not

Black artists.

themselves.

Burnett

CB:
I spent the '70s doing abstractions.
Before then
I was a young artist, he was the main artist around in
Boston . . . and , at that time we were students, they
said carry a sketch book, so I always carried a sketch
book and sketched what I saw.
MC:

You were trained

in

Boston?

CB:
Yes, see I went to the Massachusetts College of
Art.
I was born,
1921.
I went to high school
in
Cambridge, and I wanted to be an artist and my father
didn't want me to be an artist.
He wanted me to be a
Doctor as he was, so I said well no, I didn't want that
because, kind of like he was a doctor, you know, there
was a depression you know, things were terrible, and no
money and flat-broke all the time.
MC:

Where were you

living,

in Cambridge?

CB:
I lived in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
And so, it
wasn't at all interesting to me, besides, I didn't
have any talent for it anyhow.
And I could draw
easily, so I just studied art, you know, in classes
that I could.
But I fooled around and didn't get good
grades so they kicked me out and I flunked out of art.
And so, then they said you better study and go to
college or something else.
I don't know, when I did
get out of high school I went to the Mass. College of
Art primarily because it was the cheapest education
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you could get around here.
You could get tuition for
$50, this must have been 1938.
1938-1942, I attended
Mass. College of Art.
1942, I remember that date, was
the beginning of the war, went to work in a Navy yard
and while I was in the Navy yard, I spent a lot of
time drawing at home, the things that I saw in the
yard, which allowed me through my ability to remember
and draw these things from imagination and then put
them together and then if I saw something that had to
be checked, completing the drawings and that sort of
thing.
I did something called a War series, Navy Yard
series.
And the interesting thing about that is, that
those are the ones that I have been selling recently.
They didn't sell at all back in the '40s, they've been
selling in the '90s.
So, then after that, I've always
been an artist and during the war I used to work the
usual thing, seven days a week.
Different shifts you
know, three shifts, war work.
Went to . . ., got
drafted, of course, and was put aside for the first
time around because I had bad eyes.
They said I would
go next time, next time never came, so I spent the
whole time in the Navy yard.
They released me in 1945
and then I went out and became a commercial artist,
doing sign painting, lettering, working around,
free-lancing, trying to make a living as a free-lance
artist.
MC:
What were your parent's feelings after this much
time?
I mean it was fairly obvious that you were
dedicated to this art endeavor?
CB:
Well, my father came around.
My mother really
talked him into letting me go to art school.
So, I
went to art school.
And the thing is, to convince
him, so then my second year, I wanted to continue to
be a painter.
My father thought it would be better if
I became a teacher.
And my mother thought . . . one
of those wild Bohemians, you know, that's what they
used to call them back in those days.
So when I told
that to one of my teachers he said, let me talk to
your father, he said will you get him to come to see
me.
I said sure, so, my father went to see him and he
convinced my father that it was possible for a person
to make a living without being a teacher, if they had
the kind of talent that I had.
So my father said
okay, he knows more than I do, so he let me continue
as an artist, okay so that took me into the war,
through the war, after the war I did all sorts of
things trying to make a living.
It wasn't very easy, you know.
I finally got
around, oh maybe about '42,
'45,
'46,
'47, I took a
class teaching at an Adult Education Center.
Then I
began to teach various people privately who asked me
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if, well I started out by a group in Brookline, they
had seen my work, liked my work, from somebody in this
group who had bought one of my silk screenings at the
time.
I was making it as a silk screener and a
print-maker . . . and, that person said, will you come
over and talk to our class.
I said, oh sure, so I
went over and talked to them about it and they were so
interested in that, they said will you give us a
course in this for the next ten weeks or so.
I said
sure, I'll do that too, and so I did that, and then,
that went along easily and I taught, and then I got
some other teaching jobs like that.
And I used to go
around and talk to the various, suburbs, you know,
when they had these, so I sort of sneaked into
teaching like that and, then I hit the crisis age of
30 and I said, oh you've got to do something, you
know, you can't just hang around here not doing. . . .
Actually I was enjoying myself.
I was working
part-time, hanging around with all the other people
who were musicians and artists and particularly the
actors, and things were active in those days.
Those
kind of things you know, and especially working
part-time, you had all the time to do this sort of
thing.
I wasn't married, I had no intention of
getting married, didn't have any money but I was able
to get by, I lived at home you see, and so I could
hang around with those guys who were not living at
home, who just had little apartments and stuff like
that.
And for a time, I got thirty, I began to think
kind of seriously, I had this girl I wanted to marry,
stuff like that, you know, I thought well maybe I'll
get married, no I don't want to get married, so, I
said, well I suppose if I got a teaching job I might
be held down, so I thought okay I'm going to go back
to school and get a teaching degree.
So I did that at
I guess 30, 32 those ages.
MC:

Where did you go?

CB:
Back to Mass. Art.
Cutest thing,
'50, about
1950,
'51 I guess about that time, I was born in '21,
so '51 I must have been thirty-five in '51, so then I
got a teaching degree, got a job teaching in the
Boston Public Schools, failed miserably.
Hated it.
Couldn't get myself to go in the mornings, felt
terrible, so I said this is no good.
This is worse
than not working.
MC:

Was

it the

kids?

CB:
Oh everything, terrible, the kids, the equipment,
the miserable situation, and they tell me it's worse
now, you know, it's a bad scene.
And of course I felt
that I couldn't make a living doing other things
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besides art, you know. ... I said no this isn't
worth it, so I, looked around for another job and it
just happened that I was looking through the newspaper
trying to find a job, one of the things I found in the
newspaper was, "Artist Wanted", I said well, great.
So I went out there and it was brand new museum that
was opening up, called the DeCordova Museum, and I
went out there and everything came up, I had an
interview and the guy said great, just the kind of
person we need. And I worked in one of the local
private girl's schools out there. The DeCordova had a
connection with them so if you taught there you had an
opportunity to teach the art for that private school.
So it was a good deal, so I stayed there for,
let's see where are we now,
'51 to '56 I guess, and in
'56, actually I ran the summer program and did very
well there.
Again, I enjoyed that too, it was a nice
deal you know.
The trouble with that was the
commuting.
I didn't like the commuting, the drive out
and back.
I didn't liked hanging around Boston,
Cambridge.
So, in 19, whatever that was, 1956 I
guess, from Mass. Art, the secretary of Mass. Art
called me and said would I come in and take over a
class for one of the teachers?
And I said no, you
know, I figured I'd be going to work full-time, that's
what I'd be doing.
She said the President is dying of
cancer and this guy has cancer.
And we're stuck you
know, and if we don't get somebody before half the
term is gone, we can't give credit for that term.
They heard about me from around.
So they said . . .
MC:

This was

supposed to be

a

temporary thing?

CB:
It was a temporary thing, yeah.
I said okay,
I'll do it.
So I went in there and Thanksgiving and
you know, like, voom, I was completely unprepared, I
had no idea how to teach that kind of thing, I could
teach the other stuff, you know.
So I worked day and
night, you
know, to study everything, just one day at
a time, I did that for that semester, it worked out
fine.
The guy that was sick decided to retire.
They
said will you take it just the one more semester and
then we'll get somebody full-time.
I said okay, I
took it another semester, at the end of that they
said, well, you know, you're doing good, we see you're
doing a good job, you know, we're supposed to go
through the process of opening the job up, which we
will do, but you're pretty sure of getting it anyhow,
okay, so if you want it you got it.
So they went
through the phony stuff you know, and I just got the
job and stayed there for the next 30 years and guit,
retired in 1986.
In 1986 and I was just happy ever
since.
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MC:

So you

retired

in

1986?

CB:
Yes.
It was a very pleasant life work, I liked
the job, liked the people, paid well, plenty of time
off, nice pension, so I have no complaint about my
money making career, once I started teaching.
MC:
When you were young, growing up around Boston, I
mean, did your parents expose you to the art, did you
go to the museums and galleries?
CB:
Probably.
I don’t really remember.
My parents
were the type of middle-class people that kept getting
you classes all the time.
You had to take elocution
classes, and, piano lessons and clarinet lessons and
ball room dancing lessons even, all of which have come
in very well, I'm glad I had them, but having to take
them at the time was you know, it wasn't terrible, but
I didn't like it.
I always had something else I
wanted to do.
But boy I certainly appreciate it now,
you know, I'm sitting around retired and I always
liked Duke Ellington, so I started playing these piano
places you know, and I've been at it now for six years
now and it's getting better and better.
MC:
What did your friends, as a kid, say when you
were drawing and expressing this interest in art? Did
they think that it was unusual or did they just not
pay attention?
CB:
I don't think they paid any attention, I don't
think they paid any attention to it.
It was something
that I did, not secretly, but I would do it in the
house, or I'd do it outside, so there was any
connection between hanging around with the guys and
you know, playing baseball or basketball.
MC:

What's your neighborhood

like?

CB:
Okay, I was born on Windsor Street, that's North
Cambridge now.
I was born down in what is known as
Cambridge Port.
There's Cambridge Port coast and
there's the ritzy Back Bay; in my day it was split.
MC:

Is

it African-American?

CB:
No, it's the African-American title, at the time,
Negro at the time.
It was the street on the edge of,
you know where MIT is?
You know MIT has taken over
all of, they've cleared it out and we couldn't pay our
rent, we had to keep moving from one place to another
and as you see, we moved to Pinewood, we moved to
Essex St., and, that's in Central Square, then we
moved up North Cambridge, to Washburn Avenue, wrong
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side, then moved to the right side.
Then when I got
married we moved to King St. So I lived in Cambridge
all the time, we moved around a lot and we just barely
scraped by.
It wasn't until I got out of art school that I
did anything with art, you know, except hang around
with the people and do that stuff.
And even then, I
was, well, you see when I first got out of art school,
there was a war, and it was a job that worked all the
time.
I didn't do much anything actually.
You know,
and then uhf, you know if you're working seven days a
week, you're not going to do much else you know.
MC:

Was

there

even

an

art market

in

Boston?

CB:
Oh yeah, during the war.
And we went to
galleries and went to the museums when we had classes
like art history and that sort of thing, but it wasn't
anything, I didn't compete or anything you know,
people got together and had little shows and stuff
like that.
MC:
Did you
open?

seek out

Black galleries,

or was

that

CB:
Well you just talked to people and you sought,
you know your gang, and you've got some friends and
they do help you out and . . . nothing was formal back
in those days.
Later on, we formed the Boston
Afro-American Art Association and then later than
that, there was AMAARP and later than that there was
the National Center of Afro-American Artists, but all
those things were later you see.
The first group we
formed was called the Boston Negro Artist Association.
After a few years of course there was all the turmoil
about changing the name and we did change the name
twice and we ended up, now it's called the Boston
Afro-American Artists and there is some talk in the
organization still about changing it to
African-American, I guess it went to Black for a while
there.
Black artists.
The sixties was the time that
we became popular in the sense that having a Black
organization and at that time it was called Black, the
White people in their relation with suburbs would look
for art and they would pay us to send out exhibitions
to their galleries and churches and that sort of
thing, so it was a business in that sense, we made
money and got back on it in the sixties.
MC:
Did you form the group as a means of combating
any kind of racism that you were perceived in the art
world?
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CB:
That's interesting because, one of the things
about the art world is that it was one of the less
racists areas that I had to be involved in.
That is
most of the artists, most of the guys that I hang
around there are pretty liberal.
The galleries seemed
to take things on the basis of what the gallery owner
thought was something that could sell or something
that he liked, rather than the fact that if you were
Black he wouldn't like it or if you were White he'd
take it, so, I didn't feel any real pressure there.
And as you know there have been several of the artists
in Boston who have had galleries on Newbury Street and
you know, have been in galleries on Newbury Street.
All who want to don't get into them and they may feel
this is racism but I've been in and out and you know,
I don't feel it's racism, as we think of racism in all
the other aspects of our life.
MC:
But AMAARP, at least now,
of a political organization.

seems

to be much more

CB:
Sure, but did you mean political in the sense
that the art that they do is political or that the
people inside are having problems being head of it?
MC:
Well, I guess you could say that their art
more political, but it seems that they're more
involved in political and social issues.

is

CB:
Oh sure, oh yeah.
Well I think that that's the
way most Black artists just naturally automatically
are, I mean, how can you be Black and not be involved
in the issues?
And those who are not, are probably
involved in some aesthetic, which is also based on a
relationship to some Afrocentrism.
I know very few,
if any, Black artists who maintain that they're
Blackness has nothing to do with what they talk about.
. . . Like jazz, and you know, in fact I don't think
I've ever met a Black artist who wasn't a jazz fan and
of course a fan of Black jazz. . . . So, I think it's
all political.
This is a matter of degree, but yeah,
yeah, do you know anybody who isn't political?
I mean
they're
MC:

all

political.

Political

in different ways,

yes?

CB:
Yeah, but I mean they're all political rather
than apolitical and they're all liberal rather than
conservative and they're all leftist rather than
rightist in that whole thing.
I mean very few of them
base their art on celebrating the business man or
making a big deal out of corporate America or subject
matter.
They themselves ever get rich probably will
change, but I don't know of any Black artists who . .
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. do you?
There is no such thing,
[as a] non-political Black artist.

as

far as

I

can

see

You see it can't really happen, see.
It may . .
. but if you're Black you celebrate your Blackness.
If you're White or light-skinned or half-White or all
this sort of thing, then you try to be a bit more
Black because you know you're going to be blamed if
you're not by being snobbish or anti-Black, and you
certainly aren't so why make it that sort of thing.
No, the situation is such that a person doesn't have
to do anything but be themselves and they're
political.
I've done a lot of commercial work, I've done a
lot of fine art work, I've had exhibitions and those
things and I will do anything you want ... in fact,
I've just finished . . . fixing up some murals in the
Massachusetts Avenue Baptist Church.
And that was a
funny one.
Do you want to hear about that little
story?
MC:

Yes,

definitely.

CB: 1955.
I didn't know this until I went back there,
I was not going to church.
I was born in that church,
I sang in that church, there was a big argument at
some point, I was still young and we left the church.
We went from there to the Twelfth Baptist Church in
Boston.
So, I don't know when that was . . . let's
say 1940.
1955, they called me up and said, "We would
like you to paint some murals for us, will you?"
I
said sure, how much, how much, you know.
I have no
idea what they paid me, something like maybe a $100.
And so, they said we'll get everything ready for you,
so they got these huge canvases there, you know, and I
said, great job.
At the time by the way, I was doing
some commercial work for a dance studio and Dinty
Moore's [a restaurant] and what else, doing some
murals for somebody.
In fact, the interesting thing
about this story is, when they wanted to have these
pictures that I painted changed, they called up Dana
Chandler . . . and said Dana will you come over here
and change these pictures?
We've got a committee over
here that wants to take these, this White Christ and
make him Black, you know, and Dana said okay, you
know, and he said, well, can you tell me anything
about it.
And they said oh yeah, these are some
things that were done by Calvin Burnett . . . "Calvin!
I'm not going to touch these.
Get Calvin Burnett to
do

it.

MC:

"

They were going to do this without

you?
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even

informing

CB:
They called up, no, well, I don't know what they
were going to do before that.
But these were done in
1995, the minister said we'd like some pictures, you
know, the committee. . . . So, I said okay what do you
want.
Well, we want one of Christ being baptized,
like John the Baptist and we want the other one of
Christ and the little children.
The little children.
. . . Okay, and I said okay, give me some more detail
and what do you want, you know, how big are they, I
did a little sketch, do you want this one on there.?
And they said yeah, I said okay.
Now what kind of
Christ do you want, you know, because people ... I
said White Christ or Black Christ?
Oh, wow, wow . . .
we'll get back to you, they went through a whole
summer like that, they got back to me and said here,
and they gave me pictures of Christ and said this is
the kind of stuff we want.
I said okay, and these are
like . . . you know, blonde, he wasn't blonde, he was
brown haired, I said okay, I said well how about in
this group of the children, should we have some Black
children in there?
Hey, good idea, okay yeah, put a
Black kid, put a couple Black kids in there, okay.
I
did this, they liked it, paid for it. I had mentioned
Allen Crite, who was doing this kind of work.
The
point is, he was doing it way back then, you see from
the beginning.
He was making Christ Black.
So
actually it was controversial at the time I did the
first paintings.
So now, when they come back, it's
what, thirty or forty years later, that . . . getting
around to it, you see.
They're having this big
homecoming.
MC:

So you went back and re-painted

Christ?

CB:
Not only Christ, but everybody in the picture had
to be Black.
And evidently the committee had been
arguing all this time for a long time.
So anyway, I
told them I'd do it you see.
And, they were very
pleased with that but I said, I'm not going to do it
just based on the committee, I have to have the
authorization of the minister.
And they said well the
minister really doesn't care how it's done.
I said
no, I'm going to talk to the minister before I touch
anything.
They said okay, and they called him up on
the phone.
You know, I talked to him, do you know him
down there?
I think, nice guy.
He said oh yes, and I
said I take my orders only from, those aren't the
exact words, but something like that, only from the
person in charge.
And he said okay, because you know
it's easy to get fouled up at any point.
And then,
okay, so then I went back there and they took them
down and put them up and I went to paint them and I
said, "Okay ..."
There was one person on the
committee that started taking me around and seeing
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what I had to do.
And I said, "Okay, uh, see you
people here, okay, what do you want, you know, what
color do you want Christ to be?
What do you want him
to look like, you see, that color there."
While I was
working on it, one of the women came up and said to
me, you know, she didn't really want to criticize me,
you know, "You know my son knows a lot about this sort
of thing, you know."
And she said, "Christ wasn't
really that color, Christ was, more like a mulatto,
you know, more like a . . ."
So I gave her the old
story about Christ and God and God made man in his own
image, and she looked interested in that, and I said
"Now, do you believe that God made man in his own
image?" ... I said mankind of course, talking to a
woman, you know, I always have to check that
now-a-days.
And she said that's right, and I said
well you look at yourself and you say gee, God must
look like this, if God made me . . . and it seemed to
be the first time anybody ever told her that.
I said
yeah, I said look it, I looked at myself and said
isn't that great that God did this because all people
in the world can . . . and that was a brand new idea
to her, you know, and she shut up about this.
And she
said, yeah, that's great.
I'm so glad I had this talk
to you.
MC:
Now,
Christ?

were people

becoming

offended with the White

CB:
Oh, obviously.
No, there were people in the
race, people in the Church or people in the art who
always thought this way, I mean, in my lifetime.
But
the majority had been brainwashed.
I had a class when
I was in . . . some course I was taking, this was in
1970, it must have been like '68, and, one of the
things I did, a paper I did for that particular class
was, how the advertisements in Ebony and those Black
magazines and the pictures in the N.A.A.C.P. have
changed over the years, you see.
And of course I just
had some inkling of this stuff, and then I went back
and researched that stuff, and it's true, the
N.A.A.C.P. is using White people in there. . . . They
weren't doing Christ at that particular time, but they
had, Ebony had White people in the advertisements in
the beginning, you know.
And wow, you know, and then
I said at what date they began, the next thing the
companies did was to have the same ad posed by a White
person and a Black person, doing exactly the same
thing,
MC:

and put them

The

same

in there.

issue?

CB:
No, no.
When they changed and
people in the advertisements Black,
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began to make the
they didn't make

them Black for Black people.
They took their White ad
and reposed people as Black, when they had the White
cartoons, they just colored them in, they put that . .
. over, you know that kind of thing, you know.
And I
thought it was great, you know, I mean, I wouldn't
have done it if I hadn't gone through and done all
this research, and now they don't do that, you see.
So there's been this wonderful change in people's
attitude, you know.
Well, you know the Boston African-American
artists do a calendar each year.
We all have our
pictures in them, and they're all, what they now say
Afro-centered.
In other words, I wouldn't be at all
surprised, if at the beginning there weren't some
people who may have put a White person in some of
those earlier drawings.
Because, back in those days,
you know, people were saying, it was more getting
together and doing it, you know, we are going to make
things better for the Blacks by having White people
and Black people working together.
That was before
when they threw out the Whites, threw out the Jews. In
the period before that happened it was togetherness,
you know the interracial marriages with all these
Black artists and stuff, and all the people in the
theater and all that just stopped, and changed right
back to a Black and Black and White and White, and the
Jews and Jews.
And the Jews were very into it in the
beginning.
MC:
Do you feel that you could go back to
these abstractions?

these,

CB:
Oh, I feel that I can do anything, any time,
know, I don't have any problem with being an
abstractionist.
MC:

You don't

style that

feel

is very

any pressure to be working

you

in a

accessible?

CB:
To common man?
Well, I think one of the
suggestions that were made by the committee at the
church was, we will have an abstraction for the new
panels.
You see, which I thought was pretty
interesting.
MC:
You had mentioned in the first interview that the
work from the '40s all of a sudden has sparked
everybody's interest and is starting to become a hot
item.

Why do you think that

is?

CB:
Well, the different collectors who collect
specific things.
And it just happens that, one of the
people who saw my work came over to the studio here
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and looked at some things, did not really like the
work they saw over here, so they said have you done
some other things.
So I pulled out some other things,
and they said, hey this is great.
MC:
What do you think it is, I mean, nostalgia for
that period?
CB:
No, no, no.
It's just that different people who
are collectors, collect different things for any
reason that they can think up.
MC:
Do you think that it's a return to figurative
realism?
CB:
No.
I mean there are so many different
collectors, people who collect pictures of cats, and
people who collect nudes and people who collect
abstractions, I don't think so, I think it's just the
whim of the collector.
And if you happen to latch on
to one of those things, you're just lucky.
Nothing to
do with anything real, just what I call sheer luck.
MC:
You also mentioned that you belong to a number of
different organizations, The Boston Negro Artists'
Association, AMAARP.
What do those organizations
give you?
CB:
Give me exactly what I need and that is somebody
else to talk to about art. But the one thing, as I may
have mentioned before, getting back to the past and
not in the present, in those days, there was an
interest in Black art because of the Civil Rights
movement later, you see, in the 60s.
And at that
time, they would, the public was interested in art for
its political sense you see.
We're doing something
nice for the Black unity, we have a show . . .
MC:

You wouldn't be interested

in teaching part-time?

CB:
I have no intention of teaching ever again, and I
loved it, because when I started out as really a poor
guy, you know, and I went to work, I worked at these
miserable jobs, and then when I got to teaching, I
said, wow, you mean people get paid for this?
And I
really enjoyed teaching every single day you know, I
liked the preparation, I liked the summer vacations
off.
I liked the time at Christmas and I liked the
fact that I'd get asked questions and then I'd have to
look it up and then I'd learn more myself.
And then
I'd, you know, I got real excited.
I guess I was
interested, because the second time I wrote a whole
book on it, you know, I'd like to show you that book,
if that's . . . but that's not the present it's the
past.
But anyway, that's how I enjoy teaching.
See,
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and I enjoyed the politics because when I was in
school it was the whole political Black thing you
know, I was the first Black . . .
MC:
Well actually it had to be stimulating.
But it
was also kind of one of the last cohesive American art
movements.
The political work that African-American
artists were doing in the '60s and '70s.
Was that a
cohesive movement, or do you see a cohesive kind of an
art movement now, it seems to be very eclectic to me?
CB:
Okay, but like most things you have this balance
up and down and I consider myself to be a
post-modernist, which is by definition an eclectic,
you see.
As far as the work goes, I like just about
everything, and I put anything together and put all
the mediums together, put all the perspectives
together, and put all the design elements together any
old way, and I use these things because somebody else
discovered them for me, you know.
And collage and all
this other thing, and in that sense it's collective
and that I think is what we are in now, because I'm
not a scholar, I don't pay any attention to, I don't
read the art magazines at all.
I don't read, what do
you call it, the Art News and Art in America.
MC:

Did you used to?

CB:
No, oh yes.
When I was teaching, I kept up.
Now, I go to the store, I go to buy stuff and I don't
even look at the magazine counter, you know, because
it ... my life completely, I don't keep up at all
now, you see.
And I don't look at student work, I
talk to students, you know and I write them their
references and I like to see them when they come out,
but I, it doesn't look like good work to me.
Practically all student work looks bad to me, you see.
No.
When I look at student work now, I look at it and
give it a low rating of all student work, simply
because I don't have that element that it's pretty
good for his age, it's pretty good for his
development, it's pretty good when I was a student a
teacher, I was always subtracting that percentage, you
know.
It's no good.
It's good student work, but it's
not good art.
I am not interested in the art history or the
scholarship or the criticism of art.
That is not one
of my interests.
I am interested in the art when I
look at it, do I like it, if I like it can I give
myself some good reasons for liking it, how does my
liking that relate to my own art and my own life?
And
when I go to a, let's say an exhibition at Wellsley
and go out and look at what they're doing and see
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they're painting the still-life groups and painting
their lawns and painting stuff like the window and
painting, and I say, no way, I mean it's good.
But I
have no, it just doesn't get to me and I think they
shouldn't be allowed to paint it sometime, you know,
because it's so . . . so empty, so nothing, and,
that's all.
MC:

Do you miss the politics of academia?

CB:

No.

MC:

But you still think of yourself as a political?

I don't miss the politics at all.

CB:
Oh yeah, the color line is the problem with the
20th century.
Do you know the quote from W.E.B.
DuBois?
In one of the statements he made that I read
a while back, and I've read other places as they make
explanations about things, is that one of the
statements was that the color problem or the color
line is the most important, most difficult problem of
the 20th century, see.
The 20th century, now we're
ending the 20th century and I am taking into
consideration what I know and what I've experienced in
relation to color and I know that just the color of a
person's skin is extremely important in all sorts of
ways, you see.
Good and bad and therefore, since I am
involved in inter-racial marriage and come from
inter-racial situation and I'm Black and they're
White, and I'm brown and they're pink and all that
stuff.
That whole idea seems to me the kind of
things, that since it interests me, it comes out
anyhow.
Well, it's one of those funny Southern things you
see, well, I guess it has to do with more light than
dark, because my mother's people could pass as White,
some did, some didn't you see. My grandfather was a
slave and he came from one of those White slaves out
of Georgia and out of the mansions . . . and whereas
my father was a West Indian, absolutely AfricanAmerican, African. And they met, married and had
troubles which are very similar to any inter-racial
interface . . . because the West Indian American
situation at that time was very prejudiced against
each other and the Black, light skin/dark skin,
because they used to have the kind of clubs you
couldn't get into unless you had the blue veins.
You
know, they said the Blacks couldn't get into the
Cotton Club unless they had the color of bags, you
know like brown bag test . . . that's what it's all
about.
That's what I know it's all about.
It cannot
be solved, so the next thing you do is okay, what can
I do?
I am an artist, I am going to do art work, and
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I am going to do in that art work something that
places in front of the world, if anybody looks at it,
to those few people that are going to see it, a
statement which they probably can't even understand,
but it's exactly what I want to say, and I am not
going to compromise it to the extent that I had to
when I was a commercial artist in illustration.
I did
the illustration the way the person wanted, and, I
would even, well no, I liked it, see I liked being
able to make with my skills, what was in somebody
else's mind.
Now I don't have to do that and I am not
interested in doing it.
I used to sell papers throughout Cambridge, and I
just got to know Cambridge because of where we were
living, you see.
So, I would say that, if that's an
influence it was a good one.
My father was somewhat
reluctant when I went to art school.
He would have
liked me to become somebody with more status, you
know.
The lawyer or the minister or obviously a
doctor, you know.
But we didn't have any money to do
that, and I didn't have any talent for it.
None of it
fit so . . .
Then as I gradually began to see things, I said,
well yeah, that's all right, but it's not as bad as
other people.
It's not as bad, but not as bad as
that.
I had no connection with anybody with any money
or any rich people or any White people.
The only
White people we had any connection with, of course,
was with the public schools, you see.
But we went to
a Black church and all our friends were Black.
Or the
girls I took out to clubs and everything. . . . So I
had no connection.
Of course, when I was in public
school, the only kids I hung around with then were the
Black kids.
Of course you knew the other ones.
There
wasn't any particular friction.
But you just didn't
go home with them, you know.
They didn't come over
the house and you didn't go over their house, so . . .
but it was comfortable.
It wasn't as though they were
beating us up or calling us "nigger" or anything.
MC:
Looking back, is there anything that
gave you, in terms of your character now,
times gave you in terms of your character
look back on and say, "That really made a

your parents
or that the
that you
difference"?

CB:
I'm just reading a book called Amv and Bessie.
And it has to do with the Delaney sisters who lived to
be a hundred, or are still alive, lived to be 101 or
102.
And they're talking about their life.
And they
were very similar, you know.
Poor.
But all of the
kids in the family, there were ten kids in the family
and they became all professionals, you know. Teachers,
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doctors, dentists, ministers, lawyers, bankers, and
Judge Delaney, you know, in New York see.
And when
they were growing up they knew they were poor, and
they knew even when they were working they were poor.
But they had that what they now call "middle^class
values," you see.
You were supposed to do everything
right, you know.
No, no guestions were asked.
Strict
upbringing, you know.
You can't swear, you can't play
jazz, you can't sing, you know, all that stuff.
Which
of course we did, but we did under a cloud, you see.
And that's, I think, is what happened is you ....
In fact, when I started out, and I got to be a man,
well, let's say politically conscious, I was a
Republican.
My father was a Republican.
And we had
to be Republican because Lincoln freed the slaves.
And then when I began to read about it and I got into
politics and I was . . . there's a guy down here named
Saltonstall, a big shot politician, and I worked for
him and knew him at the polls and this sort of thing,
you see.
And so that was really a big, like this big
guy, you know, it was this important thing.
And I
thought this was wonderful, you see.
Then I got to
reading and talking and stuff like that.
And I had an
older brother, and he got interested, too, and one day
he came along and he started talking about "Saint"
Roosevelt.
And I didn't really understand what that
was all about, you see.
But through him, which he had
turned left, and then he turned back right and I'm
still left, you see. . . . But anyway, that's what
happened.
I said, "But that wasn't supposed to be."
And then I began to get involved in political things.
Then there was that great . . . the 1960s, you
know.
That's when I really came into political
consciousness and did a lot of stuff, just because of
the political aspect of it.
MC:

You mean art work that was politically oriented?

CB:
Yes, but it was during the war that I began to
see what was . . . and I was, you know, involved in
theater, and I- used to hang around with the arty
people, you know.
And they were White, by the way.
But after I got out of art school, I got associated
primarily with this group that is, the Blacks and
Whites who hung around together.
Primarily musicians
and artists and dancers and writers and that group in
Boston, you see.
And that was completely integration
as far as I can see.
You know, you go over their
house, they come over your house.
MC:

This was back in the
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'40s,

late

'40s,

early

'50s?

CB:
Oh yeah.
The war and after that.
And then that
carried through into the '60s.
And it wasn't until
the '60s that we began to separate again, you see.
With the Black Power Movement.
And then you had this
big rift.
It was emphasized by the Jewish-Black rift,
but it was the same rift.
It was the Liberals who
then became chic Liberals, you know.
And then we got
into this big problem we're in now, you see.
And now
things are like separating, and you know, the whole
world has changed, and the South is integrated in the
schools, and the North is segregated in schools.
And
the Blacks who had nothing have now taken over these
miserable cities, and they can't do anything with the
miserable cities, and the only reason they took them
over is because, you know. . . . That kind of stuff,
which I never thought would happen.
I mean, what has
happened politically is so strange. So if you're
talking about highlights of my political life, you
know, it's been a real rocky road.
MC:
you,

But it's, it's been chronicled in the work that
showed me last time I was here.

CB:
Oh yeah.
Because when I'm making a picture, I'm
drawing what I see and think about, you see.
Just the
drawings and the stuff I have around here, you see.
And I can't make other still lives, you see.
And I
can't do landscapes, and I can't do animals.
Because
I can't find any meaning in them, you see?
And that's
what's happening.
So there's a lot of meaning in
these paintings. When I go to these exhibitions and
see painting, you know, still lives and flowers and
stuff.
"Come on!"
MC:

Nothing pertinent

for you.

CB:
I think there's nothing pertinent for them. I
think there's nothing pertinent for the world as far
as I'm concerned.
MC:
What about when you were making abstract
painting?
CB:
After I made the picture, I'd look at it, and I'd
say, you know, what is it?
And then I'd, "Yeah,
that's what it is to me."
You see?
And then, you
know. . . . And "Daddy Green's Blues," you know, that
kind of stuff, you see.
And then that seemed to
satisfy me for a long time, because I didn't know what
I was going to do when I did the abstractions.
And
when they were finished, I saw what they were, what to
me they should have been and were. . . . Okay, now
I've got it.
I'm, I was putting meaning on them, into
them, assigning meaning whether it was there or not.
95

And then from that time on, when I went back to doing
figurative things, I would do the figure first,
whatever happened in the background, and then I would
name it afterwards.
Whereas before I would take
people getting beat up from the papers, reading
something in the paper, or making sketches somewhere,
or you know, and then make a picture in relation to
what the drawing suggested, even before I did it.
So
that's the meaning from all that, you see.
MC:
So tell me a little bit more about this
anti-Semitism you had witnessed after the war?
CB:
I had a girl friend who, we'd just hang around.
And she was an artist, she went to a different art
school.
About that time my uncle died, and left me a
clarinet.
I said, okay, I'll be like one of the guys
and I started playing the clarinet.
And I got a book.
You know, I didn't have a teacher.
And I played
pretty well.
You know, I never be. . . . And so that
was about the time I was going out with this girl.
And so we'd talk about it, and I said, I brought her
over, and she's playing around with it.
You know,
she'd played piano so. . . . But, what happened is,
she says, "I don't know why you like the clarinet.
What are you playing this clarinet for?
You know, you
can play the piano."
She said, you know, "Just Jews
play the clarinet."
MC:

Was this a reference to Goodman?

CB:
Well, yeah.
But I didn't know at the time what
she knew, this Jewish kind of music called Klezmer,
which has the very prominent clarinet.
And she was
the one who introduced me to Klezmer.
Which she
thought was terrible.
The whole thing was awful, you
see.
And that just Jews played the clarinet.
And I
said "What are you talking about?"
And that really .
. . cause it was really unnecessary, but it was
heartfelt.
So I said, "Well, look it, we got these
other people," you know.
And I started naming some of
the Black talent, clarinetists.
So, anyways, that's
all.
You talk about high points; it made me think
things, you see.
And then I was listening much more
carefully.
Oh, and then a girl friend of mind, a
Black girl friend of mine, married a Jewish fella.
And a white, you know, and a Black friend of mine got
in a . . . oh, you know, John Wilson, married a Jewish
girl, you see.
So, you know, that really, then we got
into this Jewish thing, you see, which was the
anti-Semitism that was going on at that particular
time.
And this gray stones and this sort of thing,
you know, around Boston.
And there was a lot of stuff
going on at that time.
So that investigation made me
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completely non-prejudiced forever after.
And my
daughter and everybody else, you know.
Because even
though I started out somewhat prejudiced, I think, you
know, I said to myself, "That is wrong, and you think
before you do it, and then it will come out right."
Because it's a matter of these generalizations and
scapegoats, and all this stuff.
And I just did it so.
. . . And a lot of people haven't gone through that.
They haven't made the, they're not really terribly
prejudiced, but they don't make an effort, you see?
And part of my effort, of course, is the pictures, and
the meanings of the pictures, and the titles I put on
the pictures.
I was involved in the '60s as a teacher at a
college, the only Black teacher, so I was supposed to
be the authority on everything Black, coming in,
outside the college, and everything else, you see?
And then as it went along, in those first years, I was
there as the token Black who had forced myself in
through pressure from the NAACP and this sort of
thing.
Which was completely wrong.
Cause I got in
the '50s before anybody paid any attention to this.
And the only thing that happened when I got in the
'50s was that the janitors would take me for a new
janitor.
You know, but it wasn't the other thing
where, oh, here is the person from, what do you call
it, Affirmative Action, who is here because he's
Black.
And therefore doing, he's not qualified, he's
just Black.
MC:
So you're saying you got
Action was more prevalent?

in before Affirmative

CB:
I got in before that because the school had kind
of a crisis at the time.
That is, a guy who was
dying, they wanted somebody to take his course, it was
in the middle of term.
I was ... it was weird how
these things happen.
The war had, had gone on, while
I was in, out of the war but at home, the war was
going on, I spent time going to USO's and working with
a group which went around. ... I would draw the guys
who were there, draw pictures of them, hand drawn
things and then they would send them. . . . Everybody
loved them.
If it didn't look like them, who cares,
you know?
It was just one of those great things, it's
like you're a magician, you know, you can do these
things.
And of course I can do that pretty easily
anyhow.
And so I did it, you see?
And one of the
people who was in charge of that thing was the
Secretary of Mass. Art.
And so she called me when the
person was sick, and said, "You know, would you fill
out the last part of the?"
That's all.
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MC:

Are you proud of that period of your life?

CB:
Well, I mean, I don't have anything in my life
that I'm really, sorry for.
That's part of the whole
life.
MC:

In a way you were a pioneer.

CB:
Oh, I just figure here I am, you know?
I happen
to be here. I'm here at this particular juncture.
Enjoy it, find out what it's all about. I was very
interested.
And I was always politically motivated.
I liked politics.
I got into the politics in the
school.
My favorite job was head of the Views
Committee, where I had to go and confront the
administration and this sort of thing.
I liked that.
MC:
say,

Yeah.
"Well,

But do you look back at that period and
I did a good thing."

CB:
I think I do. Oh yeah.
I think I did a good, I
think it was a good thing to do that.
I think that I,
as a person being there, active in a way that some of
the Black people I know, if they were in that position
would not have done.
And I had, this certain amount
of power came from those people who were, I call
neutral, accepting and putting on me the fact that, "I
don't know anything, nobody around here knows
anything, he may know something because he's Black."
And then it was, if I said something, it was like an
oracle.
"Oh, yeah, yeah.
That's right."
I didn't do
much initiating, but in a way I was just like every
other faculty person.
I did not like to do anything
as far as, you know, teach my classes.
I had to, you
know, you have to do this, you have to do that, so as
long as I'm going to do a job, you know, I've got to
have some committee to head up or something like that.
So I was head of these committees and I did it.
So,
no, I'm very proud of it.

African Americans and Relioion/Spiritualitv:
Richard Yarde, Cheryl Warrick

Kofi Kaviga,

Kofi Kaviga
MC:

Where did you grow up?

KK:
I lived in Jamaica when I studied for Art, I left
for London, Royal College of Art. I did my graduate
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work.
This is a graduate school,
to do the equivalent to an MFA.

it took three years

MC:
Were you exposed to art during the
years of your life?

first twenty

KK:
There was an Institute of Jamaica, I was taking
Art.
It's an institution of Art, we drew some animals
that are in parks you would see, if you were
interested in alligators and also there were snakes,
you know, like in parks, you would see.
From the age
8, 9, 10, 11 or so, I didn't take art, I just did
liberal arts, I did some painting on my own.
MC:
Where these basicaly commemorative paintings you
were exposed to?
KK:
I didn't know as a youngster that it was painting
per se, uh, like I knew comic books that were exposed
me to.
Choosing comic artistry, copying comic images,
and but also, because I was quiet as a youngster art
was a way of getting expressive satisfaction.
I also
when, in school, I would always be asked to draw
images and maps on the blackboard for teachers so
that, given me importance.
But, it was not
necessarily noticed as an ability.
I feel most
important, I was singled out as somebody who can draw.
To draw maps, draw things for the teacher, our art per
se was not as developed much as now, but in the '60s.
. . . Back in the '50s, there was no art in the sense
of you understand art now in Jamaica.
Since the art
school came in, it was started by Edna Mandley, she is
dead now, she was an artist, an English woman.
She
fostered the art, Mandley and her colleagues, but then
it became more, it was taken on really by a guy named
Watson, who was my teacher.
Barry Watson.
He made a
full time art school, not just something that was just
a hobby institution for people.
So, I went to art
school when I was eighteen.
But there in high school
at seventeen I took art.
I started taking it at
seventeen.
I took the exams because there was still a
British school system.
So therefore, I took the
Senior Cambridge exam.
I think it is the University
of Cambridge, I think is an affiliate school.
MC:

So this was a written exam?

KK:
In my memory I can see that there was this guy
who was a painter in Jamaica and I saw him painting in
the streets, you know, people.
He would get a lot of
crowds gathering around him.
Not tourists, these were
local people.
And they would gather around and see
how fantastic this man is painting.
And I remember
seeing him and maybe he was a big influence on me
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subliminally painting these landscapes.
My cousin,
who had a business, and the business was run in
premises where I lived, it was a furniture business my
cousin had.
And my father had a shoemaking business.
And this other guy would streak these metal beds with
different designs.
He would just make designs on the
metal beds, and I got to know him and I would see him
painting around, so he would later on be my influence,
maybe.
Maybe not as a mentor, I just see him, but I
really began, not necessarily through him, but in my
reflection I was like him.
Maybe he might have been
instrumental in some way, but I do not know.
I was 9,
10, 11, 12.
But I suppose I would also try to rival
my bigger brother who was three years older than
myself, who could copy bits from the books, or comic.
So that was very much important in terms of my best
development.
MC:
So competition seems to have played a
in your development, is this true?

large role

KK:
It was my bigger brother because he was always on
my case, he would tease me.
As I would make sure that
I would draw so good that he realized he can't tease
me anymore.
So, I could see that as a good aspect of
my development in the art, and it was mother, father,
fostered by my teachers who would ask me to draw on
the blackboard.
I remember that too was a most
important thing.
MC:

So recognition was also important?

KK:
Recognition was important.
And, because I
usually was unseen, being so quiet. But when I'm
called upon to draw I became very important and
drawing was the reason.
MC:
What role did travel play in your development as
an artist?
KK:
I lived in Uganda for twelve years. And I went to
Kenya and Tanzania, and to Ghaina . . . and then I
could see how clearly Jamaica is very much like an
African city, because just the kind of, lifestyle,
their religion, which is in Jamaica, that most of the
people would have gone to the Anglican Church, and
then I go to the church.
African churches are also
Baptists, but they are all very much involved if there
is a crisis, some people might not agree.
But, they
would revert to the healer, you know, they would want
to get the herbalist.
This was very
important. . . .
What brought me to Africa was when I was growing up, I
realized how my work, which has a quality of being
very African, I was not exposed to African art per se,
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in Jamaica, because the art school in Jamaica is
essentially an art school, a modern art school.
MC:

So was this a kind of

internal visual

expression?

KK:
Yes.
When I was in art school in Jamaica, the
director who was there, was from England.
He was at
an art school in England, and then he came to Jamaica.
It's really why I ended up in the Royal College.
And,
with him I had to walk on two levels, because he
wanted . . . his instruction come like an
apprenticeship, you must follow what he says. . . .
And he was a very good artist, but since I was opposed
to his way and to be in the art school . . . his way
was very illustrative.
So I had to do two sets of
work.
Work for myself and work for him.
I work for
him, you know, so he does not find out that I work for
myself, and I get his work done.
But, from a
teacher's standpoint, it broadened me by understanding
clearly his way.
MC:

Did he give you a solid

foundation?

KK:
It gave me a good foundation, and also my way,
which is much more expressive.
But even my expressive
way, there is a certain underpinning of a kind of
academic system which is uh, . . . intuitive, rather
than it is rational.
But, still, very clearly
structured with formal issues.
It is good to work
towards what he had to offer and I worked.
So, just
when I left art school he was paying more attention
and more support toward my work.
MC:

Tell me about your time at the Royal

College.

KK:
When I was in college in England, I had a more
intimate environment, and I didn't travel as much.
I
had no car, couldn't drive, and the kind of people
that I knew were Jamaicans.
The foreigners that I met
were mainly teachers, or artists who just began to
paint in a professional way.
When I went to England,
it was interesting in that I learned that Africans are
just like Jamaicans.
I remember meeting a Jamaican
who bought African Art, which he brought from Africa.
I saw original African Art for the first time.
Of
course, I would visit the big museums, and what was a
little more exciting for me was that, there was this .
. . museum with all these African and Egyptian
artifacts and sculptures, so I was very intrigued by
the sense of awe and mystery in the tombs, pharaoh and
so, and so that was to me, more exciting, that I would
go to these museums and also go to concert halls and I
was exposed to so many people, their pop and rock
music and became more appreciative of Reggae music,
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which was very much popular, but not as popularized as
it is now.
And I had a lot of friends who were
Rastafarian, at the time it was not a popular thing to
be. . . . And in Jamaica it is still a problem, but is
more accepted now.
MC:

How would you describe the Rastafarian movement?

KK:
Rastafarian, it's spiritual, but also it's a
culture, so it seems that they start their own culture
in the '20s it became popular. . . . This gentleman
who was here, Jamaican guy, Marcus Garvey.
He was a
good influence on Rastafarians.
Marcus Garvey, in
this country in the '20s had a great following,
therefore it also had its impact in Jamaica and Hailie
Selassi was the living leader in Africa.
Where in
Ethiopia he was monarch, he was King of Kings and Lord
of Lord so it fits into the kind of philosophy that
was fostered.
And, it gave the African and Jamaican
much more self-worth, because the colonial pressures,
everything was more, European accepted.
You know, and
that anything African is lesser.
So it is similar to
what I see here.
MC:
Do you think that that is one of the reasons
Watson at first was less interested in your more
expressive work because it more Afrocentric?
KK:
No I believe he was just very interested in
traditional representation; he, too, is a Black man.
He was a Jamaican who went to England and was educated
there.
He realized how necessary it was to have an
art school, and not just a place for Europeans living
in Jamaica.
Because Jamaica is mostly Black, the
leadership in Jamaica, for the most part the visual
leadership is Black.
The real power is very much
European.
MC:
So there is a lot of
leadership?

influence over the Black

KK:
The influence from this country is very great
but, in Jamaica, the visual leadership is Black.
All
the teachers, particularly now, maybe when I was
growing up in the '60s or the '50s, the '60s being
before independence, because independent in '62.
But
before that everywhere, I mean the balance are White
people or Jamaican white people or a White person.
And Jamaica White might be mulatto or people that
could pass as Whites you know.
Or they were Whites in
the sense of, or they were classified Whites in this
country or Black and White.
So, after the '60s, a
change because independence became an issue of a
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different kind of culture identity.
much more African looking.
MC:

So things became

Then what happens at the beginning of the

'70s?

KK:
Then the '70s I also could not find my life as an
artist.
Then I went to Africa; I was beginning to
study in the African tradition/religion.
And teach at
the University in Africa.
I was also doing research
which could have led to another terminal degree in
African Art and Religion.
Idi Amin and soldiers made
it impossible for me to research so I had to leave.
It was traumatic.
And it was exciting in a sense and
living in Africa I learned more there then from
reading any book, about a different Africa out here,
it was like if you take something off of the body to
research.
Life in the body is very different from
life isolated from the body.
If you take things
outside the body to observe or to operate in a
clinical environment, it does not operate the same way
as when it is in its own environment.
And it is the
same to say Africans are different outside their
environment.
This was a great experience too.
To be
there and, I was fortunate because I went to Africa,
Uganda with a friend of mine who was very influential
in my life in the sense that he became a good friend
and through him I was able to meet Africans.
Not like
when non-Africans come to Africa, they only see the
superficial Africa.
But I was a relative of Africa
which is like an African.
MC:

Where were you living at this time?

KK:
We lived in the same house and he had some
relatives who were diviners or involved in traditional
religion, so I was able to get involved in the
traditional religion through him much more directly,
than if I was trying to research, uh, just on my own.
But once you are, you are close friend, then that is
why I ended up changing my name to Kofi Kayiga from
Ricardo Wilkins.
MC:

How did you pick the name Kofi Kayiga?

KK:
In the Uganda I did research into finding the
right name that worked for me, which also coincides
with astrology and numerology, a metaphysical interest
of mine.
It means Arch Hunter.
It's from the
elephant clan.
An elephant with all its symbolism and
charms of it.
And its symbolism and all its place in
terms of hierarchy among other animals.
I became
involved because of my friend, who is from the
Elephant Clan and, Kofi is from Ghana and it is from
Friday Born, but I was born on a Monday so my name
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should have been Kojo, but that was governed by
Saturn.
And I'm really a Capricorn, a result of my
life experiences, that is challenging.
A Capricorn
chooses where he comes on the planet, with restriction
of the 100 challenges, Capricorn can usually overcome
the usual challenges.
So, learning how to handle it,
you can overcome and develop an attitude to life.
So
challenges can transform institutions.
Challenges can
be a benefit but I chose Kofi was ruled by Mars.
I
did not want the challenges of Saturn's influence.
When I went back to Jamaica in 1973, I changed my name
in a legal way.
MC:

When did you come to the United

States?

KK:
In 1979, I came to the United States.
I stopped
to see a relative, with my brother in Troy just for a
few weeks in New York and around Christmas, and, so
and then, so I was in New York nine months.
So in
August or September, I got a job to College of Holy
Cross in Worcester in Massachusetts, in September, end
of August.
MC:

What did you teach at Holy

Cross?

KK:
I was teaching painting and drawing, I was uh,
they liked my work.
I was their first artist in
residence and they hired me subsequently.
I was an
artist in residence/ visiting Professor.
I was there
three years.
From '80 to '83.
And it was in 1981
when I applied for this job at Mass. Art.
And I got
it so I worked in both places from '81 to '83.
I have
taught in Jamaica and in England and for a short time
in Africa.
At Holy Cross I didn't really like it
because I didn't find students having a seriousness
about art.
Art was a subject and there was nobody
interested in art.
So that was difficult because you
just don't know what kind of students the liberal arts
college has.
I was attempting to do a lot of art
related things but it was made clear to me that this
was not true.
They had, most of them had some
appreciation to have invited me, so, to be there for
artists in residence and therefore I fostered some
circumstances.
Subsequently, they hired a Jamaican
artist, who I was told because of my impact, this
artist was hired because of the kind of experience
that I left, more to the students then to the faculty
. . . so, but, I'd enjoyed the art school situation
more.
I preferred Mass. Art, you know, and I see
myself as an artist first and I shared my experience
with others, young artists, young artists who are less
experienced than myself.
I fostered their artistic
talent,

interests.
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MC:
Is it important to you that someone be able
look at your work, and know it was the work of a
artist?

to
Black

KK:
No, I find it very strange, like when I first
came to this country, my friend who works in the
Painting department in Jamaica, he was in this country
for nine or ten years.
So when I first came here, he
said, I was talking to him, showing him my work, which
was done in a mainstream way.
In Jamaica, there is no
mainstream artist.
Here I was now a small fish in a
big pond.
But, the thing is, I wasn't concerned about
that, I was just more concerned, I realized that this
country, people are categorized in Black Artists and
White Artists or mainstream artists, so, which I
didn't understand.
I did not take him on because as
far as I was concerned a good artist, whether a Black
artist or White artist or Jamaican artist, are just
artists.
And, I reflect what is dominant in my psyche
or my culture.
So in here, I find a number of the
Black American artists.
They also, sometimes they
refer [to] me as Jamaican artist, I suppose sometimes
as African American artist, but it's, I do not waste
myself in that kind of terminology.
My work does not
fit into what is called Black-American art.
MC:

How would you describe

Black art?

KK:
I am not even sure what it is, but what seems to
be referenced to when they speak of Black art is much
more representational work, which is reflective of the
experiences in Afro-American environments.
And, or,
sometimes literal works from traditional Africa, very
literal, and it's descriptive, and illustrative.
If
it is not, it is not Black art?
Since my work is that
way, it is not really put into that category, and it's
interesting, in terms of the responses.
I've been in
this country over thirteen years now, so in a
community here in Boston, I've had a number of shows
in major institutions, which is the M.F.A. and I.C.A.,
and the Rose Art Museum.
My work is not descriptive,
it doesn't say readily, there was no attempt to make
it more accessible to people who would want my work
and find it expensive.
Expensive because my
equivalent, White artists who ha[ve] the same
experience as myself and who have been painting
serious matter who sell their work for much, much,
much higher than myself.
But, so, I find that they
are affordable, and, because some Black American would
buy more from White artists you know, for a certain
price, particularly, and they'll buy art work from the
Black artists that has been sanctioned by the Whites.
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MC:
What does it mean for you to have been selected
for the exhibition "Black Ancestral Legacy?"
KK:
"Black Ancestral Legacy" exhibition, it is
important in that I was told it was the first
exhibition of its kind.
That's by African-Americans,
whose work is influenced by African art or whose work
has that quality.
And it is not only in mainland
America, but in the Caribbean, too, for those to see.
So, but I was, was good that I was selected as one of
the artists not from the Caribbean category but from
here, so therefore, the competition is greater.
So
that is. . . . Also what is good is that the
individuals who
were the writers are really of high
repute and they really appreciate my work.
Barry
Gaither selected my work and the chief curator, Olivia
Warden.
So she made the final decision about who,
which artists were selected, so a lot of this thing
has to do with taste too. Yeah, very subjective.
So
this was, I was pleased at this, because Robert Farris
Thompson influenced her too, because she seemed to
regard him very highly.
MC:
I would like to
business if I could.
were involved in.

switch to a discussion of art and
Tell me about the gallery you

KK:
We were involved in a gallery.
I'm still
involved in a sense.
My wife and I, we started, it
just petered out because of the expenses, it was the
space after a year or two that got too expensive
because we sublet from somebody who had rented this
floor in this big building and the rent jumped up more
than doubled.
It was essentially a gallery of African
and Caribbean Art.
My wife is from the Caribbean; she
manages my work, in a sense.
For the most part it
works well.
The thing is that she also has all her
own stuff to do and she does that, yet see, my stuff
as her stuff.
She is a real estate person.
Real
estate broker, as well as a community development
specialist.
She works in that.
She works in
community related stuff.
She gives me some insight in
terms of selling my work, in that I didn't consider
selling my work as a priority.
I saw myself as a
teacher, and an artist.
Artist first, a teacher who
enjoyed teaching, while it would supplement my work as
an artist.
I would like to have a greater
appreciation about business.
I am learning.
I could
learn a lot from just being in communications in the
past thirteen years with her, you know, so that in
that sense I've become more aware; so I'm not as
easily exploited as in the past.
I have been
exploited in the past.
Oh, the people who are
galleries, as well as other individuals, they see
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artists as exploitable.
All galleries.
It was people
who just see artists, as far as I'm concerned, as some
individual who is not, their profession is not a
serious thing.
So these are hobbies, so they feel
that your arts really leave a mark on people, and so,
they can't take it, so they exploit that, they feel
that you are not involved in the same profession as a
doctor or lawyer.
They don't see it in that sense.
And when, so many times you will have individuals who
will contract my work and then they will, like in the
past, I will give the work up front, but they would
run away.
MC:
So your wife has
work?

been very protective

of your

KK:
My wife is protective in that sense.
And many
times people would try to, like this individual who
wanted to write on my work, but she wanted payment to
write something.
I asked her what will you write on
my work.
For years I never had a payment to sell it
to a newspaper company or a magazine company or
whatever that was.
These people, they always, I find
people always exploit, particularly if you are not
sharp.
MC:
Do you think that as a Black American that you
are more vulnerable for exploitation?
KK:
And it is in Jamaica too, there was like I
remember in a gallery, I worked in a gallery in
Jamaica.
And this woman, the Jamaican woman and she
had to leave the country and she left it to a
Black-American.
This gallery was next to the art
school in Jamaica which is about one block away.
And
then, I saw this building was being demolished and I
tried to find out what happened to the work.
I
finally found this woman and she said, this other
gallery dealer had to leave in a hurry, so they took
my work, which was about twenty pieces and left with
it.
And I don't know if it's true and there was no
recourse, I did not have any contract, I was not as
aware. . . . And my wife made me become more aware of
it, so I do not participate in a lot of these things
that I would participate in the desire to get more
exposure.
So she would point out, exposure don't come
from these things.
MC:

So you have

developed

a

kind

of

long

range plan?

KK:
In a sense, what I did, because everything takes
money.
So you know, but, I, I am very thankful that I
am in this country since thirteen, fourteen years.
And at least I have been showing in the museums from
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countries, so that is an achievement, that is a
blessing.
I appreciate the museum exhibitions.
There
is a gallery, Kevin Morris Gallery in New York, became
interested in my work through this Black Ancestral
Legacy, exhibition, he saw my work.
I was in a group
exhibition, but it is interesting is that they were a
little bit taken aback because they sell a lot of work
but this was the first show that they didn't get any
write-up in the papers.
MC:
Does the Morris
Black artists?

gallery

specialize

in the work of

KK:
They deal in mostly in self taught artists.
Artists mostly out of Central America.
Although a
number of them are Cuban and Latin American, you know,
Central America and South America.
And,
African-American artists and White artists.
I'm the
first artist who is a trained artist in their gallery,
but the exhibition didn't get any response.
It is the
first time that there was Black artists, you know,
this year was exclusively Black artists.
MC:
was

Do you think critics ignored the
the work of Black artists?

show because

it

/

KK:
I don't know, you know.
I do not know.
Because
the critics always go through, because they are in a
building they have critics come through every week
because it is the local art gallery.
This building is
on Broadway and so it is constant that people coming
through.
So they were surprised because the show was
important, particularly this woman who was present,
also has a show in the Smithsonian Museum they would
expect that they would get some response, but they did
not.
MC:
Tell me about your belief in divine guidance
how that affects you as an artists?

and

KK:
I feel that I am always under divine guidance.
The way these things happen, you know, even coming to
this country.
I was blessed in a sense.
I am keeping
in touch the best I can with this substance of life
which really give blessings.
People call it God,
people call it Allah, or divine mind, people call it
all kinds of names it doesn't matter.
MC:

How does

that

affect your

imagery?

KK:
My art because the way I work is for the most
part is intuitive because I paint and the paintings
paint themselves for the most part.
I say for the
most part, because sometime in an academic sense,
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sometimes you have images which are very naturalistic,
which [are] commissioned for mural or commissioned for
painting.
Dealing with the basic nature, for me the
subconscious.
I want to see if it deals with the
subconscious deeper level, and, depending on your own
rate of vibration you will respond or you will be on a
certain level because the subconscious which is really
a word that was invented to describes things by
Western Man.
Subconscious is a word designed to
describe mind.
The mind, there is no conscious or
subconscious necessarily.
In an analytical process
you try to make things make sense in an intellectual
way.
But definitely, going on the premise that
subconscious is essential unless subconscious is part
of God, so the more you can be in touch with your
subconscious.
The closer you are to your source, you
know, consciously I try to be more aware of my
relationship with my subliminal reality.
My work is primarily abstract because it's
dealing with images that you can recognize, you look.
The change depends on your own state of mind, your own
mind set at a certain time.
Because even my work, I
find, I'm beginning to discover things as time passes.
My work is colorful, it is dealing with a lot of
primal and subliminal concerns, it could be really
magical or whatever, dealing with tangible stuff, you
know, and it's not as literal.
But this terminology
is very difficult, because words mean so much
different to different people, it's always different
to different people, because the association, the
association with words, and the imagery I find change
as I continue.
I stand back and I can look at my work
and see how the color has become even much more
contrasting, much brighter.
And, earlier in the '60s
it was much more muted, it was in a sense, because in
a change it became much, much, much brighter.
MC:

What do you

see the

next year bringing you?

KK:
At the end of this year I'm 50, and I feel little
bit more urgent in terms of my selling.
Of selling,
I'm more concerned about selling.
Maybe because I am
in this country and this country is much more
material.
MC:
Does teaching provide you with the luxury of not
having to depend on living just off your art sales?
KK:
Well it gives me the freedom that I don't have to
paint pictures to sell.
So I can expose the range of
my work, because within that range is work that is
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more sellable than others.
I am not getting caught up
in painting to sell.
So that is the freedom.
But
even teaching is never enough, because for one's
responsibilities, but this gives me some space, and
since I've come to this country I realize that it is
money, by which, all things are important, because
money make everything happen.
I went to some
workshops, metaphysical workshops, spiritual
workshops, whatever, where you had to pay money.
Nobody was saying to you, okay this is spiritual stuff
comes free.
MC:
When you talk about vibration,
of a kind of force?

are

you

speaking

KK:
Everything is vibration.
You know, like you sit
in a chair by yourself, that chair, you feel good
vibration, that keep matter in that form.
And
depending on how we think, we form our attitude, I
know I still do.
These are things we see the world
through our attitude and there is also vibration.
Sso
our word or to keep our word to our self, these are
our thought processes, which is also vibration, which
is different from vibration of matter like which is
all frequency.
And depending on your ability like
this man, Jesus, was able to, and other people like
him could raise their body, could raise their
vibration that they could go through a wall, so that
their frequency was on a mission to walk through the
wall.
That is important for him or for the person.
Some people can disappear and that is important to
them, some people can walk on water, so that's
important, and it's necessary for some people to go
and raise the level of vibration to the buoyancy to
walk on water.
They would take a plane or a ship or
something, because this energy is too much, so they
would rather use their energy to do other things,
which they regard important in this case.
MC:

Do you think anybody has

that potential?

KK:
Right now on this planet, right now, but people
who have that kind of relationship with the universe.
They are not concerned about television to publicize
it, to be on one show to another show.
Those people,
it is unimportant to them, because people who will get
calls to be on shows, have a different agenda, they
view the world differently.
And everything is
important, everything is good.
Because if you would
rather be involved in matters that would necessitate
walking into a wall, is very different from somebody
who would be on a television show and is unimportant
to walk through a wall.
For some reason I find it
important that I have time for this individual.
But
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there are individuals here on this planet, here in
this country and a lot of countries who do these
things.
It is important at that time, because, as far
as I am concerned, that is a potential.
It is not a
potential for you or for me.
But for some individual,
that's a potential?
But to have this understanding or
this technique really, to make some people, they could
walk in the fire and they don't get burnt, because and
people would think that this, this did not happen.
This is a trick to walk on this fire.
You know, that
technique of the mind so it doesn't burn and doesn't
hurt their feet or anything, just like there are some
people who have this technique where they push swords
through their body . . .
MC:
Is this a philosophy that you
when you traveled to Africa?

started to

develop

KK:
No, it is my interest, and my dreams.
So some
people think I am crazy, it doesn't matter, the
important thing is what works for you here and now.
But to make your life workable and your day-to-day
life, as wholesome and meaningful for yourself as well
as [for] other people who come into your life, like my
teacher.
My teaching is very different too, a former
student of mine, he was in my night class, now he
comes full-time, so I saw him last week and he's a
sophomore.
So he came to me, we were listening to an
artist who was talking about his work, and this artist
is talking one thing, his work is saying something
totally different, because his work is very
representational, but he was talking in terms that
would suggest that he's too at risk.
Like he would
destroy the work that he did, but it doesn't seem to
express from his work, doesn't express this risk
taking that he is talking about.
It seemed very much
almost like a picture painting from, by numbers, the
way it seems.
The student said that he, in hindsight,
was very excited about the semester he spent with me.
And he would like to come another semester, because he
said I didn't say anything about showing what he
should do, but I offered a lot of encouragement and at
the same time, I speak only about the fundamentals of
the work, just the basics, texture and pattern, but
never telling him what to do.
I believe that an
individual should awaken their inner-teacher and that
God is your teacher yourself not me, because when they
leave my class they must be able to move in confidence
from the confidence they have built up from the
interaction with me as well as move so they work, not
with me.
So I'm concerned more building that
inner-confidence so that when they leave, they are
dealing with themselves.
Even teachers they must
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reach a point
their work.

of

a

relationship

and

a

dialogue with

MC:
Are you saying that too many artists try to
recreate themselves in their teacher’s image?
KK:
Yes.
We all live differently as human beings and
your art should show you who you are, because if you
don't put enough work in it, it expose you. Art
making, your dream will express essentially who you
are, so that is the basis, underlining thing that pins
everything together.
But, my philosophy, and my
paintings, I suppose they go hand in hand. And I
describe my paintings more as an expression of, as an
extension of me.
MC:
Do you think the media has had
minority students thinking that the
them?

an effect on
arts are not

for

KK:
Black men, or young boys, either by teachers, by
society, they are thought of to be inferior, they are
taught to be lesser.
Even, for example, if I am in
Cambridge, . . . that is because of the philosophy of
Cambridge, I could walk around at night without a
police, police coming to stop me to find out where I,
what I've been doing, even though, in this area, this
is an upper-middle-class area, but there are .Black
people here.
But, in Wellesley or in Newton or any
place in the suburb or any cities or towns close by
here, you know, I am not considered a Professor, but I
am still a Black man who is suspicious, so police want
to know what you are doing.
Like if I am driving, I
drive at night, I drive much, much slower.
I drive
much slower than normal because I am a Black person.
If I was with my wife I would be less careful.
And,
people are just programmed to think a certain way, so
and because of that, one tends to be like, well an
interesting point is that there is a beautiful park
next door where I live, and we were unaware that the
park was racially divided when friends of ours from
the Caribbean come and they go to the park they said
and why are there only Black people playing by
themselves in the park, and why are they playing by
themselves, you don't get no inter-mixing.
But I
didn't

see

it.

MC:
Do you think there is a division because of
comfort levels prevent being with someone different?
KK:
I don't think that people tell them, I don't
know, that they shouldn't be on that side of the park.
People live in their own world and where cultures
still, cultures still live within themselves, like
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Irish people live with themselves, Italian with
themselves, Black people, Black Americans with
themselves, the Caribbean with themselves too you
know, so therefore, the country itself is also
fragmented itself.
So that is, you see, so that is
why like in Jamaica you find more mixing of the
people.
MC:
It seems
at times?

like

it

is

a

case

of

selective

isolation

KK:
Sometime, because there is so much fear, because
of an element of fear, because of like I saw a child
when I just came to this country, was crying, and my
response was to go and try to comfort her, to help,
but I had heard of molestation, people losing children
and so I, and so I said, no I'm not sure I go and try,
I cannot do that, I might be accused.
So, I said, so
this society, and even I know when I first came to
this country, I speak to people on the subway and
buses.
But I mean there are a few crazy people, and I
said boy, I stopped talking as friendly, I mean, there
were a few people on the subways and they're my
friends till now, but I subsequently meet too many
other crazy people and I said no, and people said I
should not be talking on the bus, because people will
reject you, because you don't know this person.
MC:
Would it be fair to say that spirituality is one
of the most important components of your work?
KK: I remember it, it might be a slight incident but
is important, it is more in terms of my direction.
When I was twelve, prior to being that, eleven, twelve
maybe thirteen.
That kind of eleven, twelve,
thirteen.
Twelve, I was in Jamaica, I went to primary
school and I was always, you know, in the A-stream in
the primary school.
A-Stream, yeah, A, B, C, D, you
know, in terms of those students who tend to pay more
attention to one's work.
Or students who tend to or
children who may be a little bit more alert, or what
have you.
So, upon entering, I was not concerned
about work, concerned about play, and, that I all of a
sudden with this group of students and the next year I
expected to continue to move in with them, only to
find that the class was empty, and I was now into
another set, a B-stream.
That shocked me.
The B
group, why that happened, that happened was that,
children were taking some exams to go to high school,
so everybody had gone to high school at a certain
time, I mean, because it is called common entrance
exam.
So, I did not take it, I was not old enough or
whatever.
So, I went to them and explained to them
that something is wrong with me and they said okay,
that if I didn't, then I should be in a group that
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will take the Jamaica local, take some exams that
would prepare me to go to teach in schools.
Not go to
high school, but you would go to a training school
that they become teachers.
So at least, I should be
there.
So it was interesting that my mother came with
me.
I went to the teacher involved and this teacher,
who wondered why was I placed in her group because she
dealt with the B-streamers.
It's a long story is
that, two things, I wonder, because the school was a
Catholic school and I remember this teacher was saying
to me, saying to my mother, that because I was . . .
the principal who was a Nun, Irish Nun from here,
very, very fat lady, and this Nun looked at my mother,
I was as shocked because I thought that she was always
smiling.
She was very abrasive and unfriendly, and
said that I didn't need it because I could not spell.
She was looking through books to find something but
the other teachers said but okay, I spelled "fore,"
and then I spelled it correctly the next, so that was
it, so maybe it was a miss you know.
But anyway, I
remember the teacher saying, this teacher saying to my
mother, don't worry about these White people, it won't
wear off.
She said don't worry about these White
people.
You just take care of your son.
She helped
me go into this class, that I shouldn't normally go
into the class.
MC:
So she was going to get you back into the A
group?
KK:
Yes.
I didn't really belong to this group, the B
group.
It was very good for me that, that
confrontation occurred.
So I became very, very
focused, and so focused that I went on to high school.
I went to Art school and I remember at twelve, it
became very clear that I have to do certain things.
MC:
It seems at this time you did not really
understand what racism was about?
KK:
Racism, I didn't understand it.
Why, because
Jamaica is over 90% Black.
And, the leadership really
is a center of Black, and you do not have, you do not
have this kind of confrontation or this kind of
experiences.
I remember it when the Nun, when the
teacher said, don't worry about these White people and
I didn't understand what that meant.
And she'll make
sure that I get to where I deserve to be.
Everyone
was Black, only the Nun was White, the Principal,
because it's a Roman Catholic school and the school,
at that time, they would never, when I was growing up
in the '50s, it would never, a Black, no, could never
be in charge.
Then when we got independence, which
was in the early '60s, then things began to change in
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terms of the colonial presence shifted to a degree,
you know, still a lot [of] racial problems in Jamaica
which I didn't understand. And again I thought this
kind of experience that if, to develop
African/American and how, because essentially I lived
until I was twenty-five, twenty-four in a country that
didn't have these kind of racial problems in a direct
confrontational way but it was very subtle and now
when I go back to Jamaica, I can see it operating
because I understand.
MC:

Tell about when you came to this country.

KK:
When I came to this country I was in my thirties,
you know, mid-thirty or thirty-five, and maybe I was
available in a sense, I was not married and I was
almost like starting a new life, so I came here with a
hope that I would get great exposure, I said that this
would offer a good exposure and I felt self-confident
that I would be an important artist as I was in
Jamaica, didn't realize the complexities of being here
as a Black artist.
So when I first came here there
was, people just wasn't interested to look at my work,
they just sent it to a Black museum.
A Black gallery,
they said they were just not interested, they just
didn't, they weren't interested in my portfolio, even
slides they just re-direct me, you know, so I said, so
I'll find people more receptive, no, it was '79.
MC:
But they were up front about saying that we don't
show African American artists?
KK:
They were not interested in looking at it, they
just re-direct me elsewhere so, even after looking at
the work.
They say that they're not interested, just,
they said okay, they suggested where I should show my
work.
And then my friend said that, America is not
Jamaica, and you see yourself as an artist.
I said
I'm not a Black artist, I'm an artist.
He said well
in this country you're no artist, you're a Black
artist.
I said I don't listen to the people, as far
as I'm concerned, I'm an artist, I am Black, I am an
artist, but I am not a Black artist.
I sit on that
stance, too, still.
But, I am always being
characterized or being grouped and usually
exhibitions, there is a color around contemporary art,
because that is when exposure is given to Black
artists, so I just see that as how the system operate.
Everything is institutionalized in this country
including racism, you know, so therefore, it's
institutionalized.
So I said okay, so I don't want to
fight it, it doesn't make sense to fight, I was going
to fight the cause, I said okay, that's the system and
I'm an artist I come here to work.
And if they
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acknowledge it good, if they don't, they're still
good, but I cannot work to please the establishment.
And, so, like I would share my work with Barry Gaither
just today, who comes to see whether or not I should
have some work in a mainstream gallery or because I've
always been at conflict about it to a certain degree.
Not to a greater degree because I do graphic design,
but a concern about putting my work in mass media,
like color reproductions, some work, because my work
obviously is wide-range.
So, and so I showed him some
work with that in mind.
And my wife suggest that if you want to make this
work available you have to see what the mass media
wants, not what you think or what Gaither thinks,
because you are too sophisticated, so you have to find
work that is more accessible, so that was in a way of
speaking of ... my work.
Having great exposure
because I have observed that it is exposure will get
greater, if you want more financial success, you get
exposure.
And some two weeks ago I became fifty and I
said boy, I've know, I must become more aware of these
things not just aware aesthetic, but become aware of
the financial side of thing.
MC:
You were saying before that you saw yourself as
being a mystic and the work is a vehicle. What do you
want that vehicle to lead people to?
KK:
Well, I'm not even thinking about teaching people
with my work.
The vehicle is . . . how I express
myself in terms of my spirituality, comes through the
vehicle of my painting, and or drawing or art work.
And some people find that my work is very healing or
calming, even though I will be painting sometimes
which could seem horrific, like I did something of the
folk cultures in Jamaica, which is an ally to Africa
like some of these old colonial remnants of the
African tradition/religion which is still present in
Jamaica.
So [a] painting in the Black Ancestral
Legacy, which is a very horrific image, it's
terrifying to children as it were.
Yet the way I did
it, is not horrific anymore, it is more the figure,
seeming more like a garden rather than demonic, so it
was a garden of the threshold.
That is one of these
terms that is involving these.
So what I'm just
saying is that I do not set out to accept if I was
commissioned to a mural or commissioned to, I am
guided from the inner-workings of what I come through
my work rather than having purely intellectual
rational approach.
That is why I seldom get involved
in commission work.
Unless the commission will give
me the freedom to paint as I know I feel.
And so if I
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have freedom to work from all
the rational part of me.
MC:

of me rather than just

What do you see as your role as a teacher?

KK:
What I'm saying is at twelve I became clear, I
became clear that it is good to paint, that one could
have a return for your life when you become purposeful
and when you have a mission.
Even if you understand
it clearly the way it works, that there is something
that you have to say, some voice you have to make
heard in my own way articulated, and I'm not the best
person to be an orator.
I'm good on a one-to-one
relationship because I see the results I get from my
students, and I see that I have become like maybe a
counselor.
I help people to feel clearer about their
own purpose.

Richard Yarde
MC:

You were raised

in Massachusetts?

RY:
I was raised in the South End of Boston.
My
parents came from Barbados, both of them came from the
island of Barbados.
Actually both came across on the
same boat.
They didn't know each other
at that time.
So I was raised in the South End, I had a Godfather
who was a commercial portrait photographer.
His name
was Amos Gibson.
And he used to, when I was about
seven or eight years old, he would let me watch him
work in the studio.
And then I would go back to the
house and try to imitate what he was doing by, by
lifting newspaper photographs from their context and
then just trying to use watercolor to tint them, cause
he used to hand tint black-and-white portraits.
So
these kind of have a feel of like Van Der Zee
portraits.
MC:

And how old were you at this time?

RY:
I was about seven or eight years at this.
So
aside from my brother, he's probably the earliest
influence on me in terms of making images.
I mean, he
was the first person I saw making some kind of
imagery, visual imagery. I had an older brother who
used to draw quite a lot.
And I tried to make
drawings in response to his work.
I remember doing
that.
And then when I was about 10, 10 years old the
Boston school system had a situation set up with the
Boston Museum whereby they would have certain students
come in and study on Saturdays at the Boston Museum.
So I went into that program, and I studied watercolor
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and sculpture for about three years there.
And I also
had access to the museum as a kid, and so I could just
go and walk around and look at things.
And what I
remember two artists.
I remember William Blake; they
had a display of his work on the Fenway side in sort
of horizontal glass cases.
And I remember the large
Gauguin painting, "Who Are We? Where Do We Come From?
Where Are We Going?"
Those two paintings made an
incredible impression on me, you know, as a kid.
And
I guess the other thing that. . . . I'm just trying to
think of all of the things.
My mother was very
religious, and was always wanting something done that
related to her interests so . . .
MC:

She would draw something that was religious?

RY:
Yes, I was making drawings that they used to do,
these sort of imitation manuscripts of sort of sheets
of prayers.
And so I would copy the elaborate
lettering.
I remember doing that kind of stuff.
MC:
So your art was very much encouraged really very
early on.
RY:
Yeah, yeah, yeah.
And in school I could get out
of doing what I was supposed to be doing by doing
posters and that kind of thing.
So yeah, I did have a
lot of support very early on.
MC:

This

is like

in the late

'40s or early

'50s?

RY:
This, this would have been early '50s.
Probably
be 10, 10 years old, 11 years old.
And even in the
community, you know, the kids. ... I mean, we were,
I was this real split personality between being
spending a lot of time in the streets and then
spending a lot of time in places like the Boston
Museum and the Boston Conservatory.
I took piano
lessons.
MC:

So kids made fun of you?

RY:
I tried to hide the fact that I took piano
lessons.
[laughs]
But actually with the art, they
were really always, they were always very curious
about the art.
And I, I remember actually holding
lessons in my, in my house.
That my friends would
come in and I would like hold these art lessons,
[laughs]
So they really got into it.
I mean, they
really got into the art.
The art didn't seem. ... I
guess the music seemed effeminate or something, but
the art, I think the art seemed magical to these kids.
That's what I, to my friends, I remember.
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MC:

To be able to draw some representational.

RY:

Representational.

MC:

What do your parents do

Right.
for a living?

RY:
My mother, my mother was a domestic.
So she was
. . ..it's a very curious story.
This sort of
dovetails on something.
She, she worked for this man
who ran an art gallery in a furniture store in Boston,
named Charles Smith, who just died recently.
And she
would take, bring me over to help clean house and do
that kind of thing.
And this guy had a fairly
elaborate library in his house of art books, art and
photography is what I remember.
MC:

What did your father do

for a

living?

RY:
He, . . . what did he call it?
Because he was
very embarrassed by what he did.
He was in building
maintenance, that's what he would say.
There was,
there's another term, I can't remember what it was,
but he used this term because he ... he was actually
a very smart man but he came, when he was 6
he came
here, he came here six months before the Depression
hit and got caught in that.
And then he got caught
with some other issues he wasn't prepared to deal
with.
I mean, I don't think he knew what was
happening here in terms of race.
He didn't really
have a clue.
So when he got hit by both of those
things he was, it just sort of finished him off.
I
mean, he just ... I think it made him afraid, even
after the Depression was over, it made him afraid to
try anything else.
My mother was incredibly
ambitious, an incredibly ambitious woman who had a
stroke when she was in her 40s, in her middle 40s, and
that kind of, you know, made it impossible for her to
do some of the things that she wanted to do.
So she
put a tremendous amount of energy into me.
I mean,
she made, somewhere along the line she made a decision
that since she couldn't do it, and my father wasn't
able to do it, that, that I was going to do something.
MC:
How did your mother feel when you told her that
you had been accepted to Boston University?
RY:
My mother, my mother really would have been very
happy if I had been a minister or something like that,
you know.
But, I mean, that would have really
fulfilled her, really fulfilled her dreams.
So, I'm
sure she was happy that I was furthering my education
to a certain extent.
Once I got to my junior year, my
mother felt I had too much education.
She was like,
you know, ... I mean, what she could see that there
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was like distance, there was some distance, a real
distance occurring between us because of my
experiences.
I mean, that didn't just happen with my
mother, it happened with my friends too.
MC:

Did your also

feel

a distance?

RY:
Yes in a sense.
Because very few of my friends
finished high school, so I finished high school and I
went on to college, and then it was like, "well, what
is he doing?" you know.
I mean, it's just like, "he's
not, he's not one of us anymore," you know.
MC:

Was this kind of a racially mixed neighborhood?

RY:
Not very, no.
Because Roxbury was basically an
all-Black community.
Very few . . . and the South End
both, where I lived, was an all-Black community.
And
we eventually moved up to a place called "The Hill,"
which was, you know, Dorchester.
Which . . . there
was an interesting migration in Boston because Black
people started out living in, on Beacon Hill, and then
migrated to the South End, and then, and then migrated
from the South End up into Dorchester and Mattapan,
and now probably pushing out into Milton and that
area. I was brought up in an exclusively Black world
except when I stepped out to go to, to go to classes
at the Museum School, or go to classes at the
Conservatory, or the music school.
I mean, my
teachers in grammar school and high school were White,
but other than that I was in an exclusive, raised in
an exclusively Black world.
MC:

But once you went to B.U.,

RY:

Yeah,

when I got to B.U.

though,

that changed.

Yeah.

MC:
I would think that at that time there were very
few African-American . . .
RY:
There were very few.
art school.
MC:

There were

four of us

in

Was that ever an issue?

RY:
Uhm, for me in the sense that I thought I really
needed to excel.
I mean I, I felt very competitive.
I mean, my friend, this other kid Clayton Scala, I
remember I felt kind of overwhelmed by it.
And it
made me extremely competitive. . . . The kids that
were in the school were primarily from New York, so
they had all gone to the High School of Music and Art,
High School of Art and Design, and they had these
really kind of high-powered backgrounds, you know.
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And I had come into that, not having a clue.
I
remember working very hard.
And I had a lot of
support from my instructors, especially my drawing, my
freshman drawing instructor, who's still alive. This
guy Conger Metcalf.
He became a real mentor.
And I had saved enough to get through my freshman
year.
As long as I could work I could get through my
freshman year.
Then he, he said to me at the end of
the freshman year, "Well, I'll see you next year," and
I said, "Well, I won't see you next year cause I'm
going to be working so I can get the money up to come
back the following year."
And he said "Well, let's
see about that."
And at the time they didn't give
scholarship money to freshmen.
I remember that.
And
what I, what I had heard later on is that he went to
the Chair and he said "If you don't give this guy a
scholarship I'm going to quit."
You know.
He never
told me that, but somebody else told me that who knew
about the situation.
So he, he really put himself on
the line for me.
And, you know, in all kinds of ways.
MC:

He was a White guy?

RY:

Yes.

MC:

B.U.

is still a very traditional

school.

RY:
It hasn't changed very much. You basically learn
about European methods of visualization and craft, and
that's your education.
And I can remember, you know,
because of ... I don't know whether it was, I guess
it was, I don't know if I was there during Black
Power.
I graduated with an undergraduate degree in '62,
and with a graduate degree in '64.
And then a year
elapsed and I started teaching.
I started teaching in
'65.
MC:

Was your mother still

living?

RY:
Both my mother and father were still alive at
that point.
But I remember, I remember Boston was
like a kind of hotbed of radical activity, you know,
at that point.
Boston, Cambridge ... I can remember
trying to take the kids to nursery school in Harvard
Square and I remember the smell of tear gas, you know,
left over from the night before, where the students
had just really gone off in the Square and. ... So
there was just a lot of like ferment going on.
And
the Black students that had came in to study at that
point, they wanted some changes.
And they wanted
Black models, they wanted to work for Black models.
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You know, so I remember teaching this extra class
where we would bring in Black models and we would
bring tunes.
We’d bring in Coltrane and Miles or,
we'd just do our own little sub-thing.
MC:

Was there resistance

from the administration?

RY:
I don't even know if they knew what was going on,
you know.
MC:
What about the Art History component?
really a Eurocentric perspective.

It was

RY:
Yes. There was a kind of rage, you know. I was, I
remember this kid, A1 Smith, and a couple of other
people.
And then I'd find myself like bringing in
books on Egyptian art, and I was like doing, bringing
in all these other kinds of materials, like
off-the-cuff,
because there was this interest in, you
know, how do we get to our culture, how do we find out
what's going on, you know, there.
And at that point
there was nothing set up.
I mean, there were no
official courses set up, so the students had to just
go after it themselves.
MC:
Right.
And did the population of
African-American students improve significantly?
RY:
No, no.
It was still small.
It was still small.
I mean, I remember, I could count probably on one
hand, you know, the number of African-American
students that were, that were enrolled in classes at
B.U. in the art school.
I taught at B.U. until about 1971, 1970.
And
this is also the time when some of the first
exhibitions of African-American artists started to
take place in Boston.
I mean, cause that was
something new.
MC:

Who was bringing that art in?

RY:
I think Dana Chandler was really a powerful
force, because he and Gary Rickson were doing murals
in the community.
I mean, they would find these
condemned buildings and get permission from the City
to do some painting.
And so they would bring in the
art right into, right into the community.
They were I
think the most vocal and potent forces, you know.
So
there ended up being a show that was scheduled for the
Museum School gallery, which ended up at the Boston
Museum.
And that show was called "Afro-American
Artists: Boston and New York."
So it started out as
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something very small and it just like mushroomed.
And
that was like one of the first major shows.
That was
in 1970.
That was one of the first major shows.
MC:

Were you in that show?

RY:

Yeah,

MC:

And was this someting that Chandler put together?

I was

in that show.

RY:
Yeah.
He was largely responsible for that.
I
think he really pushed in a way that . . . you know,
what, whatever people's reasoning was for having the
show in the Museum, [chuckles] I don't want to get
into that.
But he made them, he made it appear that
they didn't really have any choice, that they really
had to, they had to show this work.
And I know what
Dana's work was like at the time.
It must have been
very politically oriented, it was very politically
oriented.
MC:

What was your work like at the time?

RY:
My work was politically oriented too at the time.
I think I came to it a little later than Dana.
MC:

How would you describe a work from that period?

RY:
I remember a piece called "Birmingham Window,"
which was done some time after the bombing.
Quite a
while after that actually I guess. It must have been
done in the late '60s or close, somewhere close.
I
had, you know, I was very busy collecting literature
and photographic information that really, it seemed
like it was the first time it was available.
And
someone had photographed a church window, a window of
a bombed-out church in Birmingham, with the panes
blown out.
And I tried to do an eight foot shaped
canvas.
I mean, I did do it, you know.
At least I
tried; it didn't come out quite the way I wanted it
to.
But I made a painting in the shape of the window,
so it had the sort of curvature at the top and came
down and then had a ledge.
So I shaped the canvas.
And then I just painted that window as a kind of
symbol of what had happened.
But I remember this
Coltrane tune . . . 'cause Coltrane's music had
gotten, I thought, very political at the time, you
know.
He had did a piece called "Alabama," which
seemed to me to refer directly to that.
So I think we
were all working in that way, you know.
Everybody had
their own language, you know, and vocabulary. Dana was
being very direct.
And my stuff probably wasn't as
direct.
And I did a number of things on Malcolm.
And
I remember doing a painting of a young man holding a
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protest, a protest, holding a sign just from profile.
I don't even have slides of these things anymore.
I
mean, I don't even know ... I have slides of "The
Birmingham Window" but I don't have slides of this.
But I did a number of works.
MC:
So, most of your contemporaries, were they
leaning more towards Malcolm X's teaching?
RY:
The people that I hung out with, who were more
radical, yeah, were leaning more toward what Malcolm
had to say. When Martin Luther King came we all
marched in the community.
But the thing, most people
that I knew were closer, their feelings were closer to
what Malcolm had to say.
MC:

Did this

intimidate the administration at B.U.?

RY:
Not really.
I don't think so. I probably still
live a split life.
I used to go to B.U. and do my
B.U. thing and have my B.U. friends, and then I had my
friends that lived in the Black community.
And they,
and that never bridged.
So I would go and party, you
know, in the Black community and that was like a
completely ... my whole language would change and,
you know ... it was very schizophrenic in a way.
But that's how I lived. I mean, it was just like
living one way on one set and living another way on
another set.
So when I talk about people being
interested in Malcolm, it was like most of the people
who were living in the Black community.
And I don't
know if it ever came up at school really except for
maybe a few people.
So it was this very split kind of
thing going on. It was like we were into the music.
We felt like we were kind of, we were very special
because we were into the most avant-garde.
MC:
So you go to Wellesley,
imagery at this point?

and what happens to the

RY:
At Wellesley, when I'm at Wellesley I'm making,
I'm still interested in African-American imagery.
That's my primary, that's what I carved out in
historical imagery.
And I remember working on a
painting of Daddy Grace based on a Van Der Zee
photograph, and working, for the first time working on
a painting of Johnny Ace, the painting of Johnny Ace
that's in the Springfield Museum, in the casket.
And
I was working with some really charged, I thought,
some really charged stuff for me.
And I also at the
same started, that's when I started working on this
apartment series, which I'm still working on actually.
MC:

Tell me about that.
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RY:
I had done a series of paintings back in the
middle, while I was doing what I thought was kind of
protest painting, I had done a series of paintings
called "The Stoops," because I had made this film
called "That's Where I'm At."
I didn't actually make
it, I had the idea for making this film, let me put it
that way.
And I, and I allowed it to be taken over by
somebody, an actual filmmaker, and so I collaborated
in making this film about Roxbury and the South End,
because I knew that. . . . This was the time just
before Urban Renewal was like wiping everything out,
and I knew that all of these areas in the community
that were really important to me were, were going to
disappear.
So I wanted to try to do something that
would document that.
So we made this film called
"That's Where I'm At," and I, and I went back in the
community and I started meeting people.
I met people
from the singing, the first day we were out filming I
met people from the singing group I used to be a part
of.
These guys were still around, they were still
singing, you know.
And I just started documenting
these different spaces in the, in the community.
And
so the experience of making the film made me think,
well, I wanted to do something in painting that was
like parallel to that.
So I did this stoop series
where I did, yeah, I did a series like young children
sitting out on the stoops, and I did older men sitting
out on the stoops.
And then a portrait of my mother
with her back turned, like just sitting.
And a whole,
a whole series of paintings like that.
They were all
oils.
And then I went from there and decided I wanted
to do something about the interior spaces that
involved memory of growing up in the South End of
Boston.
So I tried to sort of create a document in
which there would be at least figures that related to
my parents and I occupying rooms, living rooms,
kitchens and so on.
And that's something we're still
interested in.
I'm still trying to sort of play that
through.
I really want to ring that up to the
present, in a way.
So I, I think at Wellesley I
started some stuff that turned out to be relatively
important to me.
I had less of a teaching schedule.
MC:
Did you find that curators in commercial
galleries had an expectation of what your work should
look like as an African-American artist?
RY:
Interesting question.
The way I would answer
that is to say that once I got into the situation,
that is, once I got into a gallery or got involved
with this particular curator, and they saw a certain
kind of work, then they identified me with that kind
of work once they saw it.
So when I made the decision
to change the work, then they were not happy about
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that.
That's how I would respond to it.
I mean, I
don't know if they had an agenda.
The people I dealt
with, I don't know if they had an agenda beforehand.
But once they saw the work, and they saw that certain
kinds of work could be sold or shown in the context
that they wanted it to be shown in, when that changed
then they were, they were sort of unhappy.
And that
happened with everybody sooner or later.
And Meredith
I felt was pretty tolerant for quite a while, but his
. . . you know, cause I was with him for about 10
years . . . but at some point the work changed, and he
wasn't happy with it.
MC:
In a way
expression.

it's kind of economics against artistic

RY:
Well, against personal survival.
It depends on
how you, how you want to think of it.
You can't
maintain your spirit in a way doing something that is.
. . . I mean, I've seen this a lot.
I've seen two
shows of African-American, old African-American
artists, where you, you see that the imagery that was
done like 20 years ago is still being done, and no
longer has any potency to it.
Whereas 20 years ago it
was like very alive and very forceful. I think people
try to identify, as an artist they try to identify you
with a style and they try to lock you in.
I was just
reading about Castenada again.
I hadn't read him in a
long time, and he talks about this issue of keeping
your image slippery in a way so people can't pin you
down and determine for you who you're supposed to be
at any given time. I think that's pretty critical.
MC:
Has the fact that you've had a job in academia
allowed you the financial security to follow your
artistic goals or conscience?
RY:
Well, yes, It's sort of like a bottom line thing
where you, you at least don't have to depend on sales
for survival.
I mean, I think that would be a very
tough situation because you never know. I've had some
really terrific years, where the sales have been
phenomenal, and then you turn around the next year and
you don't sell anything.
And there doesn't seem to be
any rhyme or reason to it.
MC:
You recently had an exhibition in New York, and
you have some of the pieces back in the studio, mostly
self-portraits. Can you tell me a little bit about the
inspiration for that exhibition?
RY:
Well, about two and a half years ago, I had a
relatively severe illness, complications from high
blood pressure and kidney disease.
And I, I was
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hospitalized initially for about two weeks, and the
medication that I was on really, I think really
altered me emotionally and physically.
Really broke
me apart.
So I think that the combination of the
illness and the, and the medication, and. . . . I, I
stopped work, I wasn't able to work for probably about
a year and a half.
I didn't really get any work done.
And I just spent the time trying to, essentially
trying to stay alive.
And I tried some alternative
medical approaches because the traditional approaches
didn't, the people who were involved with the
traditional approaches didn't feel that I had a
chance.
MC:

They thought that this was terminal?

RY:
Yeah, right, yeah.
So they essentially sent me
home to die.
That was it.
But the process of having
the illness, I just, I don't know if you want to call
it cracked or opened up or whatever.
And when I
started working again, I thought I would. ... I
don't know how conscious I was when I first started
working, but I, at somewhere along the line I thought
I would try to use the painting process to sort of put
myself back together.
To try to heal myself on some
level.
So I started just to examine myself.
I became
interested in charts, you know.
And I don't, there is
obviously some reference to the medical thing there,
but it was indirect.
It's like . . . and I was using
the format of charts in the paintings.
MC:

Medical record charts?

RY:
Yeah, it was something. ... I remember going in
to getting
a brain scan and, because there were
complications from stroke and what they felt was
pre-stroke conditions.
So I remember getting a brain
scan.
I remember just being in the hospital and
seeing all these printouts, like constantly seeing
these printouts.
So I think on some level that had an
effect.
And I also went to therapy at that point.
So
I started to gather imagery from my dreams and also
from, from these chart things and trying to combine
them, and trying to see myself in a variety of ways.
So that was, that's, I think of that as a beginning,
you know.
That's what the show was about really. The
show really started with a door.
I made a painting of
a closed door with a kind of grill work panel.
I
don't have that here; that's still in New York.
And
then as you enter the show, the door is like in the
beginning, and as you enter the show there's a series
of works that are based on my body, my face, my hands.
The hands specifically ... it was very weird how it
started out . . . the hands started out as wooden
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hands.
And now I see that as some kind of metaphor
for the stroke, you know.
Cause I got this tingling,
you feel, you just become aware of your body in a very
different sort of way when something's going wrong.
MC:

Did you

fear

loss

of

the use

of your hands?

RY:
Yeah, yeah.
Cause my mother had had a stroke
when she was like in her 40s that crippled her whole
left side of her body.
Completely altered her life,
and she wasn't able to do what she wanted to do after
that.
So yeah, I had this tremendous fear, you know,
that that was going to, something like that was going
to happen, if not worse was going to happen.
So
someone, the first thing that happened was I had just
done these portraits of isolating my head in my hands
on the paper, and the wooden hand actually on the
paper.
And using dots along with that.
And I really
didn't know why I was, at the time I was putting this
stuff together why I was putting it together.
And
then the wooden hands at some point evolved into the
human hand prints, I mean paintings of, of palms and,
. . . and I just started to see myself in, in, I just
tried to see myself in different ways, in different
formats.
Before I got sick I had done a painting
called "Fold Unfold" which was based on a Japanese
paper toy, where there was a literal split.
I used
this triangular kind of pattern, and just painted my
full head, but on sheets of paper that opened up.
And
then on the other paper, on the conjoining piece, I
had, I was just following this sort of pattern of
this, of this toy but, of this paper toy, but the head
split in half, it was like split in half.
But I
really, as I think back on it now I saw that as some
kind of metaphor for what was going to happen little
while later.
MC:
for?

What, what do you think the door was
Or was it a metaphor?

a metaphor

RY:
The door, I had worked with doors before like
almost 20 years ago. I saw the door as an opening into
another kind of space, the paintings I made initially
were completely . . . they were doors that completely
shut.
I mean, absolutely fixed shut.
And this one
had painting, a kind of pattern or painting in it
where you, the panels weren't open, the door panels
weren't open, but there was a sense that you could
really look through, you know, into some other space.
MC:

In what ways

do you

or your experiences
African-American?

see your work,

being unigue

Or are

experiences?
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to

or the

an

they unique

to your

images

RY:
Well, I am an African-American,
so if I paint
myself, that's something different.
I mean ... or
if I'm painting something from my memory or my
history, since I grew up in a, I grew up in a isolated
area,
I don't want to call it a ghetto because I
never thought of it as a ghetto . . . but I grew up in
an area that was primarily Black.
The way that I have
a history of African-American people was not in
school, you know.
It was really through my mother
reading to me or somebody that my mother or father
knew reading to me and telling me about things.
You
know, that's all, that all has to do with an
experience of who I am.
MC:
Was there a constant effort on the part of your
mother especially to make sure that you had a clear
knowledge of your heritage?
RY:
Very much, it was from a very young age there
were two kinds of readings.
One was a reading from
the Bible, there was reading from African-American
writers, like Paul Lawrence Dunbar, Langston Hughes,
Claude McKay.
They knew about these people and they
had the literature.
MC:
Was this
other friends

unusual in your neighborhood?
Were your
getting this kind of education?

RY:
No, no.
See, even though my mother didn't have a
college education or a high school education even, she
was, . . . one of her friends had gone to school in
the South and gotten a degree, and would just like
bring material.
I remember this woman, Mary Holman,
would like bring the material.
So, there was this
group of women — there might have been some men, too,
but I just knew about the women, there was this group
of women who just had this information, and they were
trying to get it around.
In school all we knew about
was Booker T. Washington.
They knew Booker T.
Washington was like the figure that everybody was
supposed to know about.
And, it really wasn't until
the '60s that I started to try to gather information
consciously myself, decided to do some reading.
So
that I became aware of Richard Wright, and I became
aware of Ellison, and just, you know, I guess a lot,
largely through Baraka, I started to become aware of a
lot of the writers.
MC:

Had you met

Baraka?

RY:
I had met him once.
He had put on a performance
of "The Slave and the Toilet" in Roxbury, so I had met
him once, before I was married to Susan.
And then I
had met him once up in this place called Saxton's
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River, Vermont later when I was married to Susan.
He
didn't want to have anything to do with me, because he
was, he was in a strong Black Nationalist mode at that
point.
And actually he refused to come.
He was
supposed to be an artist-in-residence.
This was a
summer project for students, for gang members from
Harlem.
The sculptor John Turres was trying to bring
kids out of Harlem for the summer and get them to
really concentrate on art.
And he was, he had a
number of people teaching, and he had asked people to
come and to be artists-in-residence
for like a week or
two.
Another thing that was really strong, a strong
influence was like the music.
MC:
Can I just
you were there?

interrupt you?

So he

refused because

RY:
Because once he saw that there were interracial
couples, "on set," [laughs] he refused to be part of
that.
I mean, he was, he was into this heavy
nationalist thing at that point.
This is, this must
have been sixty, I don't know,
'66,
'67, something
like that.
MC:
Did he think you had
did he . . .?

sold

out

or

something?

How

RY:
It wasn't even a point where questions were being
asked.
I mean, it was like he just made an
assessment, you know.
A lot of people were not
interested in any kind of racial relationships,
whatever there might be.
MC:
Do you think people looked at your work
differently after you were married to Susan?
RY:

I

don't know.

That's

an

interesting

question.

I

really don't know.
MC:

Do you think

it

changed your work?

RY:
Yeah, actually I think my work actually became
more militant after.
I was painting architectural
subject matter in the early, early '60s.
And I wasn't
even working with the figure at that point.
MC:

Who do you most want to

see

your

images?

RY:
The kind of person who is outside the art world
generally, who is just like working a regular job, who
isn't really steeped in, you know, the finesse of the
art world.
I just, I want a wide range of people to
see the work.
That's really been a problem because
when you show in spaces that, that are either
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galleries or museums, only a certain kind of person
feels comfortable in those kinds of spaces and will
come into those kinds of spaces.
MC:
Unfortunately, it seems
color that are the ones that
disenfranchised.

to be, well
seem to be

people

of

RY:
Well, yeah, I, I think that too.
I think that's
true.
But I think there's also, it breaks down around
class too that people who are considered to be, let's
say working class are made to feel uncomfortable, and
they do not have an entree into the stuff.
So yeah, I
think, I can actually see more people of color, if I'm
in the Met or something now, I see more people of
color walking through the galleries than I did say 20
years ago.
MC:

Why do you think that's

changing?

RY:
I think in some ways the Black middle class has
just become much more sophisticated than they used to
be.
I think their interests are more wide-ranging
than they used to be, and they're including art as one
of those interests.
I think that wasn't the case
before.
I think that's the only reason that someone
like June Kelley, June Kelley can be in business, is
that there's a new group of people who have a real
interest in the visual arts.
MC:
Do you think you have
work that is educational?
RY:
Well, I think I have a
true to myself as I can be.
educational,
MC:

Do you

a

responsibility to present

responsibility to be as
You know.
And if that's

then great.
see yourself

as

being

a

spokesperson

for

African-Americans?
RY:
No, no.
Definitely not.
No way.
I can remember
this experience I had when I had my first show at the
Studio Museum in Harlem, which was completely
historical.
I mean, everything, the painting, there
was a painting of the Niagara movement, there was a
series of Garvey things.
Everything was like geared
to what

I

thought

of

as

being

related to

Afro-African-American history.
And you know, I think
very few people who walked through that space had a
clue as to what those paintings were about on that
level.
MC:

Were they hostile to you?
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RY:
No, no.
People weren't hostile.
It was just
that I knew that they weren't picking up on the
content as I had thought they would, or that I had
thought at that point that that would be a kind of
automatic thing.
When I showed the "Savoy," I mean
the Studio Museum, there were a whole lot of people
who were extremely sophisticated about that dance,
that ballroom, and the era around it.
MC:
These were people who had
that.

actually

at

experienced

RY:
They were a lot of the people who had actually
danced there, or knew people who had danced there or
took part in it in some way.
And that was
specifically New York.
So, it seems to me very
difficult or impossible to have a sense of how your
work is going to be received.
I don't know if we can
really determine that, unless you're trying to control
how it's being received by, you know, adding printed
information, written information, such as saying to
somebody "this is how I want you to look at my work."
MC:
and

Are you offended when a critic reviews
refers to you as a Black artist?

your work

RY:
Not particularly. It seems that up until recently
a lot of people had gone out of their way to kind of
get that in very early on.
But that doesn't offend
me.
MC:
But what do you think their motives
that?

are

doing

RY:
I don't really want to think about it.
In other
words, I just see it as a distraction from. ... I
mean, for me to be thinking about that, or sort of
wondering why someone is interested or not interested
seems to me to be totally beside the point of making
the work and getting it out to the people that you
really want to see it.
So I, I think of it as
something that's superficial.
I don't really put much
thought into why someone would.
We're in a culture
that is, is essentially quite racist, I think.
And so
there are all these tags.
With all the effort that
people have made to sort of try to mellow things out,
there are these tags sort of that remain.
And, I mean
I've long ago stopped thinking about using my life to
fight back.
That really is how I thought at one
point, but I really don't want to use my life up
fighting that.
I don't feel that it's more important
to sort of try to use the work to figure out what's
going on inside myself and bring that out.
And if
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someone's

responsive

to

it great,

and

if

they're

MC:
Isn't that in a way fighting it though?
allowing yourself to be dictated to?

By

not

.

not

RY:
Well I guess in some ways however, every artist
makes some kind of decision one way or another.
If
you try and stay independent of whatever is out there,
sort of trying to homogenize you and bring it in, then
you're fighting to maintain yourself as an individual
to some extent.
MC:
Where do you think the
you use come from?

grid pattern brush

strokes

RY:
I have no idea.
The only thing I can think of in
my family has to do with my mother's sewing.
Which is
in a way kind of patching things together.
The only
early influence I can think of would be, would be her
sewing.
Watching her put stuff together with
materials.
Cause I can't really think of anything
else.
I didn't really come from a family that had any
interest in art per se.
I mean, not classical art as
we think of art.
I feel like my mother was artistic
and she had these, this sense of how to put things
together, how to arrange a room, you know, how to make
a doily, how to sew these elaborate tablecloths and
bedspreads and all, that kind of thing.
So I saw that
when I was growing up. And it must have had some kind
of influence.
MC:
Do you have
show syndrome?

any aversion to

like the

February

RY:
It annoys me, I get annoyed.
And I don't blame
people for being part of it.
But I get, it annoys the
shit out of me that, it's like, "O.k., this is your
month." "This is your month to do your thing, and
we're really not interested in any other time."
But
you know, I mean, it is . . . when you see the books,
like around here you see the shift in the displays in
the windows.
There's a big section now on AfricanAmerican writers that, chances are you're going to be
asked by institutions to show, they're going to want
you to show in February or January or March or
something, you know, some time around there.
So,
yeah,
MC:

it

annoys me.

What can,

what

can you do

about

that?

Is

it

a

necessary evil?
RY:
Well I think it's a result of, again the larger
culture, that until the larger culture changes and
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sort of understands that, that somehow you're not,
you're not just a group that is supposed to become
public on a time schedule.
We're always, we're here.
I mean, we're always here.
And so, there are going to
be people running museums and, that should just
understand that.
I mean, they have their own agenda,
they're being politically correct.
So, it's just got
to be a very unusual kind of person that is going to
say, "Okay, I like the quality of this work, and I'm
going to show it because I like the quality of this
work."
I think that's still very unusual.
You know,
so many shows it seems to be about people having a
certain agenda that they need to fill or they want to
fill in a certain way.
MC:
If you were going to describe Richard Yarde the
artist in 1994, how would you describe yourself?
RY:
Hmmm.
That's an interesting question.
Well I, I
would probably begin by describing myself as primarily
a painter, whose medium for the moment is watercolor,
and trying to make. . . . I'm trying to make images
that are still about healing myself. I'm trying to
kind of. . . .1 guess I'm trying to understand, I'm
trying to understand myself on some deeper level than
I know myself right now.
On some level I'm fascinated
by my own body.
I'm trying to take my own body apart
and put it back together.
I went to Nigeria in the summer of 1970.
Which
is, which was at the tail end of the Biafran War.
I
got a grant from the Coleman Foundation to study Aruba
sculpture.
I didn't do anything that I had really
planned to do.
The reason I went, I was really
thinking at the time that I was not going to come back
here.
That I, my plans were to find a teaching
position somewhere there and stay.
Because I had been
fed up with what was happening here politically.
I
didn't think I could deal with it.
And I had a
fantasy about what I thought Africa was, I mean, what
it was going to be for me.
The first day that we got
in, they were executing this young kid for stealing
something, a public execution.
And, you know,
everybody had brought their lunch and, people were
like having a real good time at this. . . . So I was
completely
MC:

flipped

What was

expect to

see

out.

the

fantasy that you had?

.

.?

.

What did you

RY:
Well, my fantasy was that, first of all, I was
going to be in a Black nation, where Black people were
in control, and that somehow it would be better than
here.
It would be better than here for me.
That was
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my fantasy.
I expected
every other way.
MC:

it to be

And you had no warning

superior,

about what

to

morally

and

expect?

RY:
I had no warning about what to expect.
Yeah,
yeah.
I had read a lot of books and, and the books
that I had read were really about fantasy too.
Everybody was trying to sort of meet their own needs
in these books.
So, you know, in a sense it was a
very important trip for me because even though I came
back and was extremely depressed for about a year . .

MC:

Was

the Yaruba

religion

of

interest to you?

RY:
Well, I was interested in studying it.
I wanted
to know what it was about.
I was probably too
interested in it.
I visited some of the shrines, and.
. . . I didn't really talk to the elders.
I mean, I
was in the presence of the elders.
I don't think you
really talk to the elders if you're an outsider.
So I
was in the presence of some of the elders of. . . .1
can't remember the shrine, who the shrine was
dedicated to.
And I went to a number of festivals
that were dedicated to some of the gods.
So I was
very interested.
I know my people were Yaruban
because physically, still the characteristics are
there.
I mean, I was mistaken for Nigerian when I was
there many times, till I opened my mouth.
People
didn't know who I was.
if I dressed in traditional
dress, they didn't know who I was.
They didn't know I
was an American.
So, I mean that was ... it was
just intuitive in going there.
I mean, I just
probably ended up in Nigeria because it was English
speaking, you know, as opposed to Senegal or somewhere

MC:

What positive

back

from Africa?

aspects

do you think you brought

RY:
Well, this interest in pattern, which I had
before I left, but it just sort of solidified that.
And the other is just, there's a sense, there's a
sense of a kind of spirituality there that isn't here,
that I don't sense here, you know.
We have the
formalized church, but there isn't the sense of a kind
of spirituality that seems to kind of run through the
culture.
It is contradictory because there's a lot of
graft; there's a lot of horrible stuff going on.
But
at the same time, there is this sense of spirit in the
people that's very different than it is here.
MC:

Do you have

an

interest
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in the

occult?

RY:
There are people who have, you know, you'd call
it like a kind of sixth sense, you know.
And I'm
interested in that.
So, and it has led me into the
occult.
I mean it's, I've ended up making some real
bad decisions, you know, because of that sort of
interest.
I don't have an interest in the occult.
You know, I mean, per se.
But, but I am interested in
the sense of how, how there are certain people who
seem to have this additional sense beyond what people
think are the normal, or the kind of normal sense of
perception.
MC:
Let's change gears a little bit and talk about
some of your work.
When did you start working on the
Savoy piece?
RY:
Let me see.
This must have been. ... I think I
got the idea for doing this series of paintings in the
late '70s, like around '79 or something like that.
MC:
What was
recreate this

your goal in trying to pretty much
famous ballroom in Harlem?

RY:
Well, I, the earliest thing I can remember is . .
. there are multiple things that come into play.
I
mean I, I thought that, I was looking for a kind of
symbol for Black bands, cause I felt that Black bands
had, in my mind, it was a tremendous contribution that
Black people had made to the art of dance.
And I was
trying to sort of think of a way to make a statement
about that.
And I remembered my response to seeing
the dance, the Matisse dance, the one from the
Hermitage in Paris.
Seeing that one, you know.
I
thought that was incredible, that was an incredible
image.
So that was like sort of lurking somewhere in
the back of my mind.
And I was really into dance as a
kid.
I was like really very serious about it.
I
mean, not to be a professional dancer, but to dance
well enough to be able to really show off in front of
my friends.
So I think all these things, you know.
And then I wanted to do the critique that I had gotten
when I was doing the history series from Black women
was that, you know, "All you do is paint men," you
know.
"Where are the women?" "You're painting Marcus
Garvey, you're painting Jack Johnson, you're painting,
you know, Malcolm X, you know.
There were women too.
Where are they?"
So, you know, I wanted to do
something where men and women were on an equal
footing.
And so I think all of those things kind of
came into play with this.
That seemed to sort of fit.
And that I could do people who were in a sense
anonymous.
I mean, except for the band and the
singer, everybody was really relatively anonymous.
I
mean, they played an important role, but they didn't
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have a name in a sense, in that sense.
Although I
found out after I had done the piece that these people
weren't so anonymous.
Some of them, when it came to
Harlem, they, you know, they recognized each other in
the piece.
And they were, they were known in Harlem
especially.
MC:

So

it was

received very well?

RY:
Right, I think it was really received well
everywhere but somehow in New York, you know, just
like this, because I think it was so specifically
related to a period in Harlem that was very important
for Black people, . . . for everybody I guess really
because people came from all over to come to the
Savoy.
MC:

How did the young people

of,

of

Harlem

like

it?

RY:
You know what's interesting?
The young people,
the young people made a connection with . . . who were
the dancers that were popular, but they were break
dancing, you know, at that time.
And a lot of the
moves that came from the Savoy, like very acrobatic,
you know, they were, a lot of things were like seemed
to kind of parallel break dancing, you know.
So the
kids would ask me, "Were people break dancing then?"
[laughs]
You know.
But it was interesting because
there is this sort of. . . . One of the things that
came out of this was I was invited to a Lindy Hop sort
of marathon, where they really ended up doing sort of
a historical survey of Black dance in America.
You
know, starting with people like dancing on stilts, and
sort of going up through everything to break dancing.
And you, you could see, you could see that there were
elements of one thing in another, you know, if you
went along, the tradition was sort of carried through.
So that was, that was really kind of fascinating.
And
I got to meet a lot of people who were directly
connected with the Savoy.
The manager was still
living, alive in Harlem at the time.
And I met one of
the bouncers, and I met a lot of the dancers.
And I
met the guy who was like the head choreographer, the
lead choreographer, because they had like a kind of
group of house dancers.
They were sort of the core
and one of the guys choreographed.
MC:
say

Is there anything in closing that you'd like
about your work, or your goals as an artist?

to

RY:
Well, yeah, I think that my goals . . . this
sounds, I don't mean to sound pretentious, but my
goal, my goal is to try to make the spirit manifest in
the work.
My goal would be to come in touch, come as
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directly in touch with spirit as I can.
You know, to
open to that . . .
'cause I think that's the only
thing that will do people any good.
In looking at the
work, I don't think that, if there's a, if there's a
transfer of spirit, then it's working in the work.
I
think otherwise I'm not quite sure why I'm doing it.
MC:
Do you feel yourself feeling healthier, now that
you've kind of, you've kind of begun to really examine
your life through your art?
RY:
Yes.
Yeah.
I think it's the reason I'm still
alive, actually.
I think if I had, you know, let's
say maybe continued on with the Jack Johnson kind of
thing I don't think I would be here.
MC:

Really?

for kind

Cause you wouldn't

of this

have had

an

outlet

self-healing?

RY:
Yeah. I mean, I'm remembering back when the
doctors said to Susan, basically, "You have to prepare
to figure out how you're going to live on your own,
because he's not going to be around.
We've done
everything we know how to do.
It's just not working,
it's holding the pressure, it's not the kidneys that
are shot."
And I remember at that point thinking that
there's got to be an alternative to the medical, to
this kind of medical decision.
I don't really accept
this decision.
So there's got to be an alternative
somewhere, even though it won't fit with the medical
thing.
But I made mistakes about deciding what that
alternative would be, and trying to stumble and find
out what it should be.
I made some mistakes, but I
think I decided that somewhere along the line that I
had a capacity for generating my own healing.

Chervl

Warrick

MC:

Did you grow up

in the

Boston

area?

CW:
I grew up in Rhode Island.
Yeah.
I was born in
New York and my father was in the military and right
after I was born we went overseas and we spent the
first three years of my life in Germany and Italy and
travelling all
MC:

over Europe.

An Army brat.

CW:
Yeah, Army brat, my dad was a retired colonel.
He retired in 1959 and retired in Rhode Island, so I
grew up in Cranston, Rhode Island.
I should probably
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say that.
We were the only Black family in Cranston,
Rhode Island in 1959.
So I grew up around a
completely white community.
And part of that you know
I look back and I remember my dad saying that he
wanted to give us all things that he never had.
He
was born in 1919 and didn't even have a birth
certificate.
Because he wasn't considered a person at
that point.
MC:

Where did your father grow up?

CW:
He was born in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania.
So I
think he came from a place and strived all his life to
try and make a difference, make a lot of inroads and
make changes and once he retired from the military he
became very active in the human rights field.
In
housing initially, and when he died in 1982 he was the
director in Rhode Island, of the Human Rights
Commission.
So he did you know, most of his life was
really directed at making changes in housing and in
you know, affirmative action . . .
MC:
Did he see things as being better in Cranston
'59?

in

CW:
Yes, I think he did.
I think he wanted us to
have an education.
He wanted us to have a home that
was a safe place to live.
I think that that is what
he really wanted. I think there was a down-side to
that because I didn't get exposed to my people.
I
didn't have a lot of Black friends growing up, I
didn't have, and I also had a mother who was, she was
born in the South.
She was born in Raleigh, North
Carolina.
She had a very, sort of a tortured kind of
childhood.
But my mom was adopted by her aunt.
Her
mother, her own mother abandoned her.
So I don't even
know, I don't even have that connection.
My mother
died when she was fifty, of alcoholism.
She had a
real lot of issues about being Black.
I can remember
her saying to me, in the '70s, you are not Black,
you're Negro-American.
She was a very fair skin, well
actually I've been working on some things about my
mother's voice and I have a picture of her and . . .
that's the only picture I have of her.
One of her
issues was skin color and I am trying to investigate
her lineage, her background to try and figure out
where all that came from.
But when you are growing up
in the South in the '30s and '40s, if you were lighter
skin, you could assimilate. . . . You could make it,
and if you were darker skin then you couldn't, you
were relegated to the house or the fields or wherever.
So those were the kind of issues ... I had a father
who was very, very pro- you know, Black power,
freedom, and a mother who was not.
You know, in fact
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I can very much remember when I was about 12 or 13 and
the first boy that I ever was fascinated with, she
told me he was too dark and that I should be careful
because I didn't want to have dark babies.
So I had
all these images in mind that was so conflicting and .
. . I don't think that I really actually consciously
knew that then, I just knew that I was getting
different messages so I realy didn't know.
MC;
She did not have any problem with them being
Black?
CW;
They had to be light enough to produce light
enough children.
But there is such a strange thing
was that my father was much darker than she was.
So
that there was just so many conflicting things and
then, my parents were divorced before she died.
And
he remarried, he remarried someone that was White.
So
I got a lot of different information from that.
I
don't think consciously I worked on it and it's just
now that I'm even able to talk about it.
You know, it
took years to be able to articulate what that could
have meant to me.
So I'm one of four.
I'm the third
of four.
I have an older brother and an older sister
and a younger brother, and it's funny to look, they
probably don't have the same, I think my younger
brother does, my younger brother has issues about it.
Well he was very young; he was nine when my mom died.
When my parents got a divorce, I ended up in my
father's custody because my mother was an alcoholic
and really out of control and she kept my brother, and
somehow there were issues that she had with daughters
and so I ended up with my father and he lived in
Providence, which was much more you know, ethnically
diverse.
And I went to Hope High School, which was a
predominantly Black high school, so I went in, I was
in the ninth grade, I suppose, and that was just sheer
torture because I came in as an outcast.
And was
totally ostracized for being, I was too Uncle Tom, I
was too White to be Black.
I grew up, that's how I
grew up.
I grew up in good schools, I didn't know how
to talk like everyone else.
You know, I, I uh, so I
felt very out of touch, and then ended up being
transferred, I went to an alternate writing program,
which was a high school without walls that I could
sort of write my own package and decide what I wanted
to do.
MC;

This

is

in Providence?

CW;
Yeah.
It was the first year that that program
was available.
So I ended up graduating a year early.
And then found myself in nursing school through many
other different things that happened, my mom had died
140

and I just didn't know what to do with that and I knew
that I couldn't help her so somehow between the
messages of my father saying, you'll starve if you're
an artist, and then my mother dies suddenly, so I've
got to do something.
So I'm a nurse.
And it took me
ten years to get back to art school.
It wasn't until
after my father died.
MC:

How old were you when your mother died?

CW:
I was seventeen.
And so that was really, it was
very hard, I didn't know what to do with all that.
It
was just, you're the in between sort of a child and an
adult.
And I had to, I had to get underway right away
my life's skills, I had to take on a whole other role,
because one parent was really gone.
She wasn't there
anyway, but she was really gone now.
So, it made it
really hard.
And I didn't have time, and I couldn't
fight back and say I'm going to be an artist, I
wasn't, I couldn't, I couldn't do it, I just had to go
with the flow.
MC:
Were you thinking of art, prior to the age of
seventeen?
Was art important?
CW:
Yes, I was drawing a lot.
I was drawing in high
school and I would, in fact in the alternate learning
program I was in an art package, dance and painting.
And worked, and in this program what you did was you
chose people outside in the community, so if you
wanted to work with law, you chose a law firm and you
would go there everyday and get practical, real live
experience.
So in the 70's that was a very, it was a
very cutting edge kind of program.
So I, I worked
with an artist, I tried a lot of different things, you
know, I was very interested in dance at the time.
Dancing, painting and then I tried the medical package
and was working at Rhode Island hospital for a while
and then she died.
And I found myself, hey but, I
didn't want to be an X-ray technician so maybe I'll be
an artist.
And I, I took a two year program because
it was really about me having to take care, I knew I
had to take care of myself, it was just really about
survival, it wasn't about you know, enriching your
life; it was about what skills can you get to take
care of yourself so you can get out of here.
MC:

So did you put art completely on the back burner?

CW:
I did.
I actually did, and my father's second
wife was a fashion illustrator.
A free-lance fashion
illustrator.
For a while I did some, she taught me
free-lance fashion illustration.
So I did that for a
while, but I hated commercial art.
I just wasn't a
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commercial artist.
And so, I stopped doing it
altogether and concentrated on nursing.
You know,
meaning I just worked full-time, and didn't do
anything else for a long time.
Then my dad, in 1982,
my dad was diagnosed with lung cancer and I had just
moved up here to Boston.
And he, you know, I just
knew that he was going to die.
So I just figured
while I am here, you know, I still have to do
something to help him, so I took a position at the
hospital, I was working at the Brigham and Woman's
Hospital, and still am, on weekends, two weekend
shifts, so that during the weekend I could go home and
take care of him.
MC:

So you,

you did get your nursing degree?

CW:

I

MC:

You're an R.N.?

finished my nursing degree.

CW:
Yes.
So I finished my degree in 1977 and I
practiced for a little while in Rhode Island and I
wanted to live on my own.
But I didn't really want to
live too far away from home.
I still kind of, wanted
to be close to my dad.
So I came up here, and shortly
thereafter he was diagnosed, so I ended up keeping the
weekend shift, and after he died I thought, you know,
well what is it that you really want to do with your
life, here's your life, and I think the reality that
both my parents were gone really started to speak to
me about my mortality a lot and I started realizing
that you know, your life just goes and that's it.
You
know, and so you should do what you want to do, what
do you love to do.
So, I didn't really answer the
question to myself right away, but I started going by
art supply stores and touching things, you know,
charcoal, I inched my way back and I started, I would
get my charcoals out and I would start drawing, and I
think inside I was saying, please don't do this, maybe
I can't draw anymore, maybe I can't, do you think I
can, I can't, I just, and I started realizing what my
love was, what my absolute passion was, so I started
taking continuing ed courses and then worked my way
into getting a portfolio together, and then went back
to Mass. College of Art full-time, I guess in 1985—
'85, cause I graduated in '88, so I spent three years
there and finished my degree in painting.
And ever
since then I realized, you know, this is what my life
is really about. . . . And it hasn't really been a
journey, it's been about uncovering all kinds of
layers that got put on me.
MC:
Has this affected your imagery?
noticeable, conscious way?
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In any kind of

CW:
I think, I don't know, I guess, I guess, I think
it, the way that I work is really about, literally
what I was saying about peeling down and scraping
down, my work is really about layers and time.
And
this sub-conscious imagery that keeps bubbling up and
these organic forms that, you know, I don't have a
pre-conceived idea about my painting when I go to
paint.
They just evolve and in that way they are
really organic and I guess I think that the process of
my getting back to that, to finding myself is a very
organic life and death, you know, A-B-C kind of
process where I found it again, because I was meant to
find it again, and it was like through death and life
there's like a re-birth kind of thing and I think that
that's sort of how I came back to my work, but also
how I see my work.
That like the layers and the
shapes, they get covered up, but they get found again.
They get re-born if you see them in a different way.
And lately I did these four drawings that are up here.
I had been talking to someone about voice and memory
of voice that I had no memory of my mother's voice and
I kept trying to remember.
You know she's been dead
for nineteen years, now I remember the things she
said, but I don't remember what her voice sounded
like.
So I've been playing with these images and
xeroxing, you know, photographs and they're going to
be applied in the drawings, the photographs and one
letter that she had written to me in 1932 and her
obituary.
Sometimes you need a prompt to sort of
stimulate your memory.
So this series of drawings was
born out of the idea of using dialogue and words as an
underpainting for the pieces and all the first layers
are written, are writings about memories of things
that she said to me.
And then they get covered up,
much like the way your conscious mind covers things
up.
MC:
Have you always worked,
vain?

primarily

in an abstract

CW:
When I was in school I did figures and stuff. . .
if I was taking a drawing class or whatever.
But very
quickly, before I graduated, I had jumped into what
would be interesting to me, I'd be taking a drawing
class and I wasn't interested in the figure but I was
interested in the negative shape around it, and I
would work on that and then I would blow that up.
So
all the while I think I was really interested in, but
in either the detail of something or what was inside
something else.
Or the space around something else
always really fascinated me.
And I think that a
jumping point to real pure abstraction came before I
even graduated, there was, I don't know if you are
143

familiar with the Hines Auditorium, what it used to
look like before they put the new building up, in
198.., I think they started that construction in 1987,
but I kept walking by it because I lived very close to
that and one day I walked by and they had two huge
holes in the front of the building, and it was like
someone had stuck two sticks in and dragged all the
interiors of the building out.
i don't know, it was
very symbolic because it was like, I'm like, look at
all this stuff.
There was wires and escalators and
all the inner structure was out on the sidewalk and it
provoked me into action.
I went and got my camera and
slide film and I would sneak in and I would
photograph, and then the construction workers would
say well you can come in, what are you doing, you
know, what's this all about.
It's like I don't know,
I don't know yet, but I know that this is powerful and
I know that I need to be here.
So I photographed all
of these wires and it was rubble, it was just rubble
from the interior structure of the building.
And I
think what I was really after was, I was interested in
layers, I was interested in inner structure, I was
interested in just the raw shapes and forms of what
that looked like
[I] took those slides home and I put
them in a projector and bew them, put them up on the
wall, stuck up a huge piece of paper and literally
immersed myself in it, stepped right in it and started
drawing from the slide.
And then I would turn the
projector off and then, I would do generational
drawings from this drawing, do a drawing based on this
drawing and then do another drawing from that drawing
and then tear that one up and create another drawing
and then I started discovering my own imagery in that,
you know, through the process.
So my work was very
process oriented.
It started from A and ended up
generationally through another, at another point.
And
that's when I started discovering my own shapes and
forms starting to emerge in that.
Archaic remnants,
shapes and forms that are just innate to us, um,
circles, because they just did pass down and what
they're symbolic of, you know, sense of wholeness, a
sense of self.
So I started really being interested
in uncovering my own archaic remnant, and I think that
this, these shapes of the circles seems to be an
evolution of all those shapes and forms.
So that's
how I got kind of started, started being interested in
uncovering sub-conscious . . .
MC:
You went to the high school in Providence, that
is predominantly a Black high school, they gave you a
hard time, have you found that other Black artists
have given you a hard time because this imagery is not
like Afro-centric?
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CW:
Um, no, I actually haven't.
I think that the
Black artists that I have come in contact with
probably work, not similarly, but probably don't work
in extreme Afro-centric imagery that, you know, they
kind of understand what I'm about.
So I haven't, I
haven't really met with a lot of negativity overall
about whatever I do.
MC:
Some artists are very adamant about doing images
of African-Americans or in dealing with an AfroAmerican aesthetic.
CW:
You know, that, I guess there's such limited
thinking, because I think that, if I were a writer,
would I have to write about [African Americans].
The
world is about so many different experiences, and I
think that this is just as much African-American
imagery because I made it.
You know, it really
invalidates my experience to say what is it that would
make it more Black.
It is a Black experience because
it came from me and every bit of me is Black, so I
have real arguments against that, because it really
invalidates a person's experience you know.
So it's a
very limited kind of thinking.
MC:
Do you think that you have that philosophy from
your father?
CW:
Yeah, I probably do.
I think my father's
philosophy, I mean I can hear him saying, you know,
you can go anywhere, you can do anything, you can be
anything that you want to be, his military kind of
adamant, you know, hold your head up high, you have to
be the best, you have to be, you know, he was a very
intense man.
And a lot of that was military and a lot
of that was just plain old Jack Warrick, but you know,
he didn't want me to be limited.
And I think that
kind of thinking limits you, especially in the art
world, you know.
And I think that I didn't want to be
limited.
If I was going to be an artist, I wanted
people to see my work.
And I wanted people to
understand, and I also wanted it to appeal to, to have
a universality about it. . . .1 didn't make art just
for Black people or just to explain a Black story,
there is a bigger story, there's a life story, there
is something larger than just a Black experience,
there is a universal experience that encompasses a
Black experience, that I didn't have to write or talk
or paint just about my Blackness to be an artist.
MC:
Have you found that any gallery people or museum
people are looking for that, I mean looking for
something, more cliche . . .?
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CW:
No, I think that when February rolls around and
it's Black History month, increasingly I am aware that
the phone will ring and they will say, we'd like to
show your work and I have to be very careful, and
really hear what is going to happen in February,
because you know, there are several other months of
the year, there's not just February.
You know, and if
it does become about Ghettoization, it becomes about
really disrespecting the work and saying okay we are
paying our dues to Black this month and then we are
going to forget about them the rest of the time.
So,
I mean, I did a show at the Rose in February, which
was really successful and really well done.
But I
have sort of started to talk to a lot of people about,
well maybe I don't want to show in February, maybe as
a political statement, what people say, well you know,
they all say no.
As a forum of informing people and
letting them, educating them, rather than going along
with the program because it doesn't really necessarily
always serve us to do that.
I think sometimes it kind
of belittles the work in a way and really demeans us.
MC:

What

about the

idea

of

segregated

exhibitions?

CW:
I mean the same thing about women's shows and
African-American shows and you know, why did you show
my work, because it's good work and you like it, show
it next to John Smith, because his work is strong too.
. . . Some of those kind of shows can be great, like
I'm going to be in an, there's a potential to be in a
show next summer, and the theme of the show is
pregnant women who make art.
And I think it's very
interesting because when you're pregnant it sort of
informs your whole life, it changes your whole life.
Of course, it changed my art, you know, the things I
was making art about when I was pregnant are very
different than what I'm making art about when I'm not
pregnant.
Because it just informs your life, it's
just in your body, it's part of you and it comes out,
you know.
MC:

How did you

see your work changing when you were

pregnant?
CW:
Oh, when I was pregnant ... I probably didn't
do a whole body of work, but I would come into the
studio and I think, because it was my first pregnancy,
I was very, you know, I was really interested in, I
can remember getting into bed at night and looking at
those ridiculous books, you know, the pictures.
I
mean, just being mad about the whole thing and some of
the drawings that I did, I would remember you know,
well twenty-sixth week, long-bone week, so some of my
drawings and sketches would be about long bones and
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some drawings were about placentas and some were
about. . . . So they really informed a part of my
artistic life and dipped into that, and I would put
them away, but I needed to feel that in my art.
You
know, well what does a placenta look like, it looks
like this.
You know, what does it feel like, the
energy of that, and then I could go on to do something
else, but at least that was my response, and I mean,
there was another woman that this curator was telling
me about, that every day she would put something in a
little plastic bag and staple it together that related
to her pregnancy, so for every day of her pregnancy
she has all these little paper bags.
If it's a piece
of the ultrasound or this or I got my haircut you
know, so it becomes about this ritualistic experience.
And he's going to make an installation of that kind
of. . . . So I think that that's very interesting and
I think that there's a lot that you can certainly
learn from something like that.
MC:
Now you're part of gallery Naga?
How did you go
about finding Gallery Naga, did you do the regular
routine, just up and down the street?
CW:
Actually, you know, I've been really fortunate.
Before I graduated from Mass. College of Art, Liz
Harris, who was the only Black art dealer who
represented only African-American artists, saw my work
and I also did an internship in her gallery.
Actually, [she] picked me up right after I graduated
and gave me a show and I've had a couple of group
shows in her gallery, and then she left, she closed
the gallery.
Right after she closed the gallery, A.
D. approached me because he had seen my work in
different shows and he liked the work.
So I've been
really fortunate, at least in Boston in having not to
like pound the pavement and like worry about who is
going to show my work.
I was, two people were lined
up waiting to show my work, and that doesn't happen
very often.
So I just feel like, well I'm very
blessed to have the Gods . . . whatever.
MC:

Tell me some more about your teaching.

CW:
I'm going to teach a course with another artist
that's across the hall, and then, next, it's supposed
to start October 9th if it fills.
And it's called
Divine Madness, Writing, Drawing and Printmaking.
We
both do writing practice; it's based on the idea of
Natalie Goldberg, who, she's a great writer and she
wrote a book called "Writing Down the Bones" and what
it's about is that you go to write, you learn writing
by writing, as you learn, and she talks about writing
from your first thought, that idea, that you just, you
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write, writing practice is you know, you write for ten
minutes, you don't stop, you don't edit, you don't
erase and you always write your first thoughts
whatever they are because those are your real thoughts
and that you know, when you do writing practice a lot
of garbage comes out, but sometimes there's like one
golden nugget that will be useful for you.
And that's
how you will learn how to write.
I think one of the
reasons that I went to it was because I always had
such anxiety about writing, because I was told always,
you can't write, you can't spell, oh did you write
that, that's terrible, so I thought well I can't
write.
I'm a terrible writer, it's like no, you know,
it's about the editor and critic stepping in and
helping you.
And you create, and it's part of the
whole idea of how you create, and what Debbie and I
did, Debbie also does writing practice so we started
talking, there's so many crossovers in what she talks
about in creativity.
I mean, her philosophies can be
applied to drawing, you learn drawing by drawing,
you
learn printmaking by printing, you learn all these
things by allowing yourself the room to make mistakes,
. . . make a mess, and that's how you learn.
You've
got to write really badly, you know, I have notebooks
full of junk, full of junk and I don't know where
those writings are going to go, I don't know if I am
going to write a book, but I'm not going to put that
up there yet, I just need to keep writing to figure
that out.
MC:
So it sounds like this kind of
writing.

free-form of

CW:
Yeah, it is kind of free-form, but I think it's
also more than free-form, it's really about . . .
MC:

Sub-conscious?

CW:
It's really about a kind of trusting and a kind
of phase that your life, whatever you tap into, is
useful, you know, and I guess it is in a way it's
free-form.
MC:
Does that relate to what you are doing on the
canvas?
CW:
In these drawings I think it does, because in a
lot of my earlier paintings, underneath would be
writing, I would start out writing, but I'd really
cover it up because I never wanted anybody to know
what I was writing.
But now, I'm less worried about
what people know about my life.
MC:

Who influenced you?
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What artists

influenced you?

CW:
Oh God, I don't know, I guess that, I think
Antonio C.I think his ideas about communication and
spirituality I think about him a lot. I think that
there is a lot of visual influence and sometimes it's
not painters, but sometimes it's things I see in the
world.
Like graffiti influences me tremendously, the
way that accidents happened, the way that nature
enforces even like sidewalk erosions in the world, you
know, how things get sort of eroded out with time,
that kind of stuff influences me.
When I walk by the
side of a building, I think my God, look at that, it's
beautiful.
Or I look at graffiti, and it's kind of
washed away, and scrubbed away and it won't go away,
it's there, it's there and you can't get it away.
I'm
influenced by that and sometimes I like to see what
happens with time, I think that's one of the things
that I really like to look at.
MC:
When did you, do you remember when the first time
was you thought of yourself as a professional artist?
CW:
I think it was probably sometime after I
graduated.
I think that when The Bank of Boston
bought a lot of my work, "Oh, Oh, my", I started
realizing that, this was really important and that it
was really valuable, it had a lot of value.
But I
remember one time before that, the first class that I
took was with Brian MacFarlane, do you know of his
work, Jamaican painter?
He was teaching watercolors
and we were sitting along the Charles River and I made
this, okay watercolor or something, and he said to me
in this really intense guiet voice, he came up to me
and said, I think you should hold onto this because
someday your work is going to get very important.
Okay, I just remember thinking, I just held onto that
for the longest time and I still have it someplace;
it's here.
Because I respected him and I thought, you
know, well he thinks that I can be an important
artist.
MC:
Well that's somebody else see,
when you said it to yourself?

do you remember

CW:
I think it was after, the first time anyone had
really bought my work, you know, a large sale of work.
I realized in terms of a commercial idea of being an
important artist, I think that I always felt like I
would just do this anyway.
I would just do it, I
would just do it, and then there's the whole idea of
commercial success.
Which is a whole other thing.
MC:

Do you worry about

it?
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CW:
No, I, sometimes I do because I think, you know,
I want to just make my art, I don't want to be in
nursing, or, I'm not a nurse anymore you know, I've
just outgrown that role, and it gets harder and harder
to go there.
So from a sense that I would like to be
able to make my work with all of that, you know, in
that sense I worry about it, but I know that I'll
always do it.
So it's really a long-term proposition.
It's just something that I think I've always been.
I
think that when I was younger I probably ignored it
because I couldn't, I didn't have the strength to say,
look, this is who I am.
MC:
How did you feel when you were more of a
full-time nurse and more part-time artist?
CW:
I think I was very disrespected.
I think I was
living in a place in myself where it was much more
about taking care of other people because that's what
I felt I had to do.
And I think I remember that my
mother said that, the two things that she always
wanted to be was a nurse or a teacher, and I became a
nurse for her, I figured she was dead so I'll do it.
MC:

She died before you entered nursing school?

CW:
Yeah.
She died right before.
In fact, her
funeral was probably on a Friday, on Monday I started
my first nursing school, I transferred from one
program to another.
MC:

But she knew you had this goal

in mind?

CW:
She knew that I was working in an X-ray program
and I just hated it, I couldn't stand it.
So of
course she died and that made perfect sense for me to
go ahead and become a nurse.
And you know, I don't
regret doing it because it really gave, has given me
the freedom to do what I want to do.
MC: Earlier you mentioned that your sister went to
Pratt, and that you were envious of her, why?
CW:
When I was young, there is five years between us,
I emulated her, you know, I thought she was very
talented and went to Pratt, and do what she wanted to
do and I wanted to be like her.
And then her life
just took another direction, she got married, she left
school, had two children and never picked up her work
again.
And I think she really suffered from that, she
wasn't very true to herself.
And I think part of me,
when I look at the women in my life, I look at my
mother, I look at my sister's life, and I think you
know, I don't want my life to be like theirs.
My
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mother's life was pure torture and I think my sister
was pretty unhappy that she wasn't able to live her
dream and I think I decided that I was not going to
fulfill my dream on something I had to, I had to do
it.
And I think there was a part of me that was
almost doing it for them.
Like, you know, see this
can be done, you can live your dream.
You don't have
to die when you're fifty and you don't have to not do,
you know you can have it.
MC:

Do you think your mother would be happy?

CW:
I was actually thinking about that the other day.
Yeah, I was trying to imagine . . . she'd be
sixty-five, sixty-nine now.
What would she say about
me?
I don't know if she could say much about it.
I
don't know, see I'm trying to think what I'd be like
if she was still alive.
You know, because I think she
really influenced my life and I think the fact that
she had gone sort of set me free in a lot of ways.
MC:
Do you think that it was that example that made
you chose kind of a less secure route of becoming an
artist as opposed to being a nurse?
CW:
... I think one of the things about choosing
nursing was that it was secure.
I could have some
security, and it did give me some security, I mean I
have been in the work force since I was seventeen, you
know, sixteen actually was my first job, from and
always in the medical field.
It did give me some
security, but I think that the down side of that was
not being able to risk take, and I'm learning about
risk taking, being an artist, going out and saying,
okay, I can, I can do this, you know.
MC:
Tell me a little bit more about your father's
political involvement.
You said when you came, when
he retired you moved to Rhode Island and that he was
more involved politically.
CW:
He was very much involved initially in the fair
housing movement, worked a lot with urban leagues, the
N.A.A.C.P., you know, legislation and all aspects of
that.
When he died he was with the Commission for
Human Rights, he worked as a parole, on a parole board
in Rhode Island for a long time, had his own business,
a consulting firm for a long time, he was very well
known in Rhode Island, very politically active in the
Democratic Party.
He was just really a character,
everyone knew him, in fact, his funeral was sort of a
media spectacle.
The media was there, every Governor
was there, the flags were at half-mast in the state.
I guess I didn't realize until he died, how important
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he was.
that a
there,
world,
which,

I oftentimes sort of think about the fact
lot of times I felt like he wasn't really
because he wasn't.
He was really out in the
he was there for paving, blazing this trail,
I don't know where the blaze went ...

MC:
Do you think you would have felt differently if
you had known how well-respected he was?
Do you think
your relationship with him would have been different?
CW:
I think I knew he was well-respected, I think I
knew that, I mean everywhere I went, you're Jack's
daughter, you're Jack's daughter, oh we know you,
you're Jacks' daughter.
So I couldn't go anywhere
because you know, he was kind of a celebrity figure,
and that was good and that was bad.
The down side was
that he was really busy and I don't think I had him
all the time as a parent.
MC:
What was your relationship like with your
father's wife?
CW:
I ... I've lost track of her, I don't know
where she is.
They divorced, so, she was a character,
she was really eccentric, came from a lot of money,
but somehow the money got lost along the way, her
ancestors were the founders of Rhode Island, so she
was very, you know, White Anglo Saxon Protestant.
She
had a lot of doctors, she always had illness.
She
smoked like crazy, she was always on valium.
It was a
real scene, it was kind of like, she had kind of a
crazy son, you know, real crazy son who wanted to
murder her all the time, so it wasn't real healthy,
you know, it wasn't real healthy.
MC:

Were you angry with your father for marrying her?

CW:
Oh yeah, but, you know, he saved my life.
My
mother was crazy, my mother at that point was really
looney, and she was really going to try to kill me if
I didn't get out of the house, she was really that
crazy.
So, I couldn't be, I mean where else was I
going to go?
MC:

Why was she angry at you?

CW:
I remember the last thing that she said to me
was, make sure that you tell, the very last words
before she died were, tell your father that I still
love him.
I mean that's a very powerful thing to tell
your daughter to tell your ex-husband.
MC:

Were you surprised?
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CW:
No, because she had nothing, she was one of these
women who, she married him when she was seventeen, she
couldn't drive because she was too afraid to drive.
She lived her whole life for her family and when that
fell apart, she had nothing, the only man that she
ever loved was leaving, that was it.
She was
devastated ... I was his favorite child, or so she
said, so she was very jealous of the time that he
spent with me, the attention that he gave to me and I
didn't know what to do with that information, I wasn't
in a place to handle that. . . . What do I do about
that, it's not my problem, I couldn't say that though,
I was what, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen?
I was just
being a daughter, I don't know, I'm trying to do a
good job here.
So, it's very confusing, you know,
very confusing, so I didn't really know.
So mother
really died, and I don't know the woman, I really knew
so little about her, which is tragic.
And I knew so
little about her family, you know.
MC:
Did you have any aunts
you were close to?

or

folks

on her

side that

CW:
They are all still alive, but they don't talk to
us.
They're crazy, it's like a very crazy family, I
mean I'm laughing, but it's very sad.
MC:

Yeah,

you have to

laugh at

it.

CW:
What are you going to do, she's got a brother who
is alive, who was a minister in Washington, D.C., who
is an alcoholic.
She's got a sister who's alive in
North Carolina, who's an alcoholic.
MC:

So this

is

a

deep-rooted thing.

CW:
Deep-rooted.
Crazy family.
The woman that
adopted her, my grandmother, who's not really my
grandmother, who's really my aunt, my great-aunt, who
is in her eighties, lives in the very same house in
Raleigh, N.C. that she lived in when my mother was
growing up, and won't let anyone in the house, okay.
Okay.
My brother got a letter.
When my mother died
she left everything, everything that she had, which
was really nothing, to my little brother who was nine,
nine, twelve, whatever, at the time of her death,
twelve or fourteen or something like that.
So it
turns out that she has a great-grandfather that left
her property in North Carolina and all of her
relatives are trying to get my little brother to
sign-off on the house, a quick deed or whatever, and
they're sending him checks for $250.00.
Here's your
share of the property.
They're that kind of crazy you
know, they're just crazy.
So, I actually went to
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Waltham up on Tropela Road, there is a national
archive, to try and figure out who everybody is.
They
have all the census data and you can put together your
whole family tree.
So I've been trying to uncover all
the names . . .
MC:

So this

is

from this project.

CW:
Well it actually sort of came from the idea of
the voice, and realizing that I just don't have a
picture of that full-side, I just don't know who these
people are.
MC:

So do you want to talk to them about your mother?

CW:
I don't, yeah, I guess I do, a part of me does.
I've actually tried to talk to my grandmother and she
almost didn't really know.
Oh, yeah, hi, how you
doing kind of, you know, she . . . who are you again,
oh yeah, how are you?
Your granddaughter, but she
just doesn't see me that way, and never has, I think
the last time I saw her was when my mother died,
nineteen years ago.
So, crazy.
MC:
how

So, okay you've been working
long now?

on this

series

for

CW:
It takes a lot longer than my other work ... I
think what happens is that ... I was talking to
DeeDee about some of the things [my mother] used to
say.
She used to say, well do you love me, and I'd go
yeah, she'd say well jump back honey, jump back.
It's
an old southern thing, so she used to say ridiculous
things like that and I never knew what they meant.
You know, some of the other ones were about her last
words, tell your father I still love him, and I was
writing that over and over again, and then, burying
that history, and the idea that I had was, I've been
interested in xerox a lot, you know, in blowing
xeroxes up, so you know, some of the images of her are
going to be in different places. . . . One of the
letters that she wrote to me was [looking for actual
letter] you know, her letters and her obituary, these
are the only things that I really have of her.
These
are from 1972.
You can read it.
MC:

So were your

siblings happy to

see you do this

investigation?
CW:
They don't really know, about this.
This is
actually the first body of work that is really that
directly personal.
And that really, urn, think about
life really being that vulnerable, about talking about
how crazy

she was.
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MC:
Was the experience of making this work a sad
thing, on an emotional and spiritual level, your
mother had kind of a turbulent life ... a struggle?
CW:
I think that what it does for me is that it takes
the pain to a different level for me.
To be able to
take that imagery and that information ... I guess
it's transcendent in a way, it takes it to another
meaning and it also gives me a voice in it.
It gives
me a place to put what I remember, what I missed, what
I think about and what has meaning for my personal,
for my task.
MC:
Just to change the subject for a little while.
What is the average week like for you, kind of
balancing being the mother, being an artist and being
an R.N.?
CW:
I think just now, I'm realizing what I have done
in the last six to eight years.
That I'm balancing a
lot of hats.
And it's busy, on the weekends I go to
work usually at seven in the morning and work until
seven at night, both Saturday and Sunday, and so my
husband takes care of my daughter, and I'm away all
day on the weekends.
And then I come here Monday,
Tuesday, Thursday and Fridays in the afternoons from
like twelve to five-thirty or six.
MC:
Does the hospital
in anyway?

experience

feed

into your work

CW:
Yeah, it makes me want to make my work [art] even
more. . . . Because the more I am in the hospital
environment, the more I realize that I am ready to do
what I really want to do, more on a full-time basis.
And, I think the thing that I like, probably the most
about still being a Registered Nurse is my contact
with patients, I think that that relationship still
for me is. . . . To be able to be there in a really
uh, very unique way in people's lives, to just be sort
of . . . into the middle of a situation in a way.
To
be able to impact their lives and make a meaningful
difference for them is a really incredible experience.
Not always easy, it's not always successful in that I
can develop a great relationship with them, or
immediately have a repoire or that we even like each
other.
MC:

But they're

always

in

fairly vulnerable

situations.
CW:
They're vulnerable, they're scared, they're
people in crisis, and I've always sort of liked being
able

to make

a

difference.

MC:

Do

they tell

you

stories

about their

lives?

CW:
Oh yeah, and it's incredible about the things
that people live, the kind of lives that people live
and the kind of fragile existence that goes on, and
you wonder how the world.
Sometimes, when I think
about all the things that I know about how people
live, how sad their lives are, how much pain they're
in, either physically or emotionally, I wonder how,
this is just one small experience the whole world is
filled with.
People who have a lot of difficulty.
MC:
Is that why you
anything?

said,

that we're

not promised

CW:
Yeah, I think so.
I take care of a guy who's
forty years old, who's had a massive heart attack, and
you know, could very well die within the next 48
hours, I think, go do your work, go make your work, go
write, go paint, go love your child, go love your
husband, make your loaves of bread, enjoy your life,
you know . . . and take care of yourself, that's what
is important, and be good to the people that are
around you, because your life is fragile, and
sometimes we realize it, and we realize it too late.
MC:
Have you ever actually painted a work that was
about a patient or somebody who touched your life in
the hospital?
CW:

No,

not directly.

MC:

But

indirectly?

CW:
I think indirectly, I think all my life
experiences sort of get poured into my work.
I mean,
when I'm here I sort of shut down all the rest and I
just pour myself into being in the work.
MC:
If you had to guess about doing a similar kind of
a project about your father, in what ways would you do
it different?
CW:
I don't know.
I was thinking about what I would
do with those images of him.
They're so,
[I] actually
have the photographs of him somewhere.
They're so
different, I think it would be funnier, because I have
a little note, I have notes and postcards.
He would
travel a lot and write me postcards and he would also
leave me notes on my car like, daughter you need gas,
soon.
They were kind of funny, I think they would be
less sort of in view with, these seem to be very,
they're really in a space that's almost skim like.
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MC:

You can't quite get to them.

CW:
Yeah, you can|t really get to them.
And I kind
of think that the images of my father you'd probably
be able to get to, because I was able to get to him.
MC:

You had him

longer.

CW:
Yeah, I had him longer.
I had a different kind
of relationship with him.
It was much more tangible
for me.
There were problems but it was like tangible,
he was there and I knew much more about him than I did
about her, so I think if I used images of him it would
be very different, even colorwise.
MC:
Do you think it would be fair to
work in general is about ghosts?

say that your

CW:
Urn, yeah, in a way ghosts, and, I think of the
idea you know when you shine a bright light and then
you close your eyes and how you can sort of see it and
it disappears, I guess how our lives are, the
fragilness of our minds, our memories, and how we live
our lives, that is a lot about what my work is about.
MC:
Now, in some of the articles that you showed me,
some of them are reviews right, some of them deal
with, show work, the artist, they talk about your art,
some of them deal with Cheryl Warrick,
African-American artist, what do you think when you
look at reviews like that?
CW:
I think that, you know, I think it's very
typical, I think it's not necessarily always the best,
because I want to be talking about the work, I think
that there is a big thing that happens with
African-American artists, that you know, no one would
ever say to a White artist, so what's it like to be a
White artist?
No one would ever say, a headline
wouldn't say, "Museum Shows White Art."
You know, no
one, it just wouldn't come up.
So my question is
typical to people, why are you asking me that.
Why
not talk about the work, you know.
Yeah, it's an
African-American experience, but that's not the point
of it, I mean there are lots of other, there are lots
of other ways that we can . . .
MC:
How can you combat that?
you can combat just within the
much beyond that?

I mean, is it something
art world or does it go

CW:
You see, I think it's beyond, I think it's beyond
that.
I think that when you read articles about
African-American doctors, it's prefaced by this
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rican-American, you know, and that somehow it's an
oddity that an African-American would do this, like,
like, that it matters.
It still matters in our
culture.
People still see skin color as, you know,
first, they still see that first.
And I think we've
got a long way to go, I really do, and I think one of
the ways that I do in a way combat it is to continue
to make my work.
MC:
Did you ever find that an issue when you were in
school?
Either in nursing school or an art school?
CW:
I know people have had horrible things happen to
them as a result of their skin color, but I was really
fortunate, I don't think I've had, I haven't been
confronted with that in a really direct way.
Perhaps
like really indirectly covertly it's been there, but
it's never ever stopped me from doing what I wanted to
do.
I've never not done what I wanted to do because
of, or been stopped.
MC:
As far as you know,
from an exhibition?

you've

never been

excluded

CW:
Not that I know of.
I mean, when you're talking
about art you get excluded from things, when you're
juried, usually you're juried based on the work, and
usually when you're juried it's they don't usually
know who you are, that's not always the case, the more
visible you become and the more visible your work is.
MC:
Now a lot of people would say that that's what
makes it easy for the art establishment to kind of
relegate the work of artist of color to kind of a
second tier.
CW:
Yes, I think it's possible.
I think part of the
big problem is that we typically base our idea of
what's good art on a wholly Eurocentric idea of how we
make art.
There are lots of different ways that we
can experience visual things, and some of them are
based on how we live, our culture, things that
influence us, color, texture, all those different
things.
And I don't think we've caught up to that as
a culture yet.
I think it's going to take a while.
I
think people are talking about it more and more and I
think sometimes when we read articles about, when we
have shows that are, you know, an African-American, or
a Woman's show or you know, a Chinese-American show or
an Indian-American show, the attempt, I think is to
try to bring us up to par with where we should really
be.
Sometimes the effect of that is separation.
My
idea is, if you want to do this, if you want to make
us up to par, have everybody a fair shot, well, why
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have separate shows, why not just include all these
artists all the time.
To me that's what makes sense,
but we haven't, it just seems so logical to me, it
just seems so logical that you wouldn't do separate
shows, you wouldn't do, you know, a Black History
month, like okay, we've got to get some Black artists
in here.
Because it just doesn't make sense.
MC:
Has the phone
Month Shows?

started

ringing

for

Black History

CW:
It's early, it's early, January the phone starts
ringing.
And I think I've done my share of them and
now I think it's time for me to say, no thanks, you
know, no.
March, April, May, maybe, but I think you
have to take a stand, and maybe that's what you have
to do to educate them.
I mean, you don't have to beat
them up, and you don't have to.
It's a nice thought,
but it's not serving the purpose that it was intended,
it's much more about a whole commercial idea now.
And
it really does, it's kind of insulting when the rest
of the year you have nothing to do with the whole
issue of artists of color.
MC:
Do you think it's easier to be a professional
artist as a woman?
The reason I asked that is because
I was interviewing somebody who said that he wanted to
make it very clear to people outside the art field
that he worked very hard to provide for his family,
that he's not like some starving artist, or misfit.
CW:
I don't know, I don't think it's easy to be a
woman of this culture at all.
I don't think it's
easy.
And
I think I've had the experience,
especially working in the medical profession.
I think
women are almost invisible in a lot of areas,
especially I think about nursing and the whole
hospital structure, I think women have a hard time.
I
don't think it's any easier to be a woman, I don't
think it's any easier to be a Black woman, I think,
you have to have a really loud voice and you have to
really be good for people to pay attention to you.
I
mean I've been at openings and people who, critics
that I've met, which will go unnamed, I can't tell you
how many times I've met this particular person and he
won't even acknowledge me, won't even acknowledge that
I exist, yet will talk to the man next to me.
And
shake the hand of the man next to me, and I will be in
a conversation with someone and he will interrupt the
conversation to talk to the other person but not
acknowledge me.
Now I don't know whether that's a
combination because I'm Black and a woman, or that I'm
a woman, but boy, I don't think it's easy to be, I
don't think, I don't, this has gone on for years.
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MC:
Well if we can go back to your childhood and the
lessons you learned about race.
How do you feel about
that experience?
CW:
I didn't, I didn't feel anything about it for a
long time, because I didn't know what to feel about
it.
I didn't really have anything to judge, until I
was older, until, you know . . .
MC:
But you don't have uncomfortable memories
childhood . . .

of your

CW:
No. I remember things.
I remember, I remember
the first time someone, when I was probably in
kindergarten or first grade, someone calling me a
nigger.
And I remember thinking, you know, that that
was, ... I was really blown away because I never
thought . . . and I was always told not to think of
myself as anything different than anyone else.
That
I'm just another person, and if I hold my head up high
and I work very hard, no one will notice.
But I
learned since then that that's not true.
But that is
the first thing that people see in our world.
MC:
What do you think that
as an adult?

that

experience gave you

CW:
I don't think it was, I mean, I don't think it
was all bad. I think what my parents were trying to do
was to give me an incredible gift of courage and
strength, and believing in myself.
And I think that,
that was very real.
The, other reality of that is
that we live in a world that kind of makes it hard for
you to do that.
I'm not saying that I haven't done
it, but I think that it's hard.
MC:
So do you think that, you feel that it gave you
some strength, maybe kind of thickened your skin as a

CW:
was

Yeah.

I

think

it did.

it didn't give me

a

But the

strong

down

link to

side

of that

an

African-American culture, whatever that culture is.
didn't have . . .
And you know, when I say that I
think,

"Well,

what

is

an African-American

I

culture?

Isn't this as much of an African- American culture as
. . . isn't it as valid a culture as somebody else who
grew up in a more diverse community?"
It's my
experience,

so

it's valid.

It's

just

as

African-American as the lady next to me, or whoever.
So, I think that idea of, you know, well, "What is
Black culture?
What is it?"
Just like, "What is, is
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there one White culture?"
I mean, we're all very
different human beings with different experiences.
MC:
I think that's a very good point because there
definitely a bias when people talk about Black
culture.

is

CW:
Yeah.
Like, I even think when people say things
like, ... I talk about Toni Morrison as telling "The
Black American Story."
Well, she didn't tell my
story.
Not that I don't adore and love Toni
Morrison's stories, but they're one person's
interpretation of fiction, of novels, of characters.
And I think that it starts to fall into stereotype.
It starts to create a stereotype of what a Black
American experience is. And then if you're not
experiencing that, does that make you any less valid?
MC:
Have you ever been challenged by that stereotype?
Has somebody looked at your life and said you haven't
had a Black experience?
CW:
Oh, I can remember, I can remember when my
parents were divorced, and I went to live in
Providence, Rhode Island when I was in ninth grade.
It was a culture shock, and I was, I was told that I
was basically too bourgeois to be Black.
MC:
Were you brought up
environment?

in

a very

spiritual

CW:
No.
I don't think I ... my mother was
religious, she was Episcopalian.
She sang in the
choir and she was a Deacon and all that stuff.
But I
don't think that, ... I mean, we said our prayers,
we blessed the food before we ate it.
But I didn't
feel that it was, I felt like it was much more of
"This is what you're expected to do," and I never
really understood what that meant.
MC:
I don't think that
religious anyways.

necessarily makes

you

CW:
I think that there is, at least the people that
know, and in our culture people mix up religion and
spirituality a lot of times.
That they think that
they're spiritual because they go to mass on Sunday.
And I don't necessarily think that that's true.
And
those are the very same people who go to mass on
Sunday and then talk about intolerance of gays and
lesbians, and, you know, try and shoot doctors for
performing abortions.
So there's a real mix-up to me
about spirituality and religion. I consider myself
spiritual much more than I do religious.
And I guess
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I

I think of God as me, embodied in me in some way.
it's the energy of the possibility of life.
It's
around you.

And
all

Positive Images of African Americans: Nelson Stevens.
Paul Goodnight, Michael Borders. Shirley Whitaker

Nelson Stevens
MC:

Was your

family

involved

in

arts?

NS:
No.
My family wasn't, although my mother
supported the idea.
We grew up in Brooklyn, NY and
you know, lower-middle class section in Bed Sty.And I
grew up with about ten guys from my block that were
the same age, age about 16 to uh, you know, from about
6 to about 16 we all hung out together, we was about
two years age difference.
And uh, early on, Ronald
Johnson was the best artist out of the ten.
I've
always known that there was about 10 maybe even 20% of
people who were visually astute and I remember even in
first, second and third grade, there was only like one
or two or three of us, never got to be five or six,
always figured it to be 10%.
And in the group that I
grew up in, there was ten guys, there was two of us
that could draw.
So we'd get the muscle things and
we'd get the comic books and do that.
And then one of
the things that we used to do in the summer time,
because the street that I grew up on had brownstones
on one side and five-story apartment buildings on the
other side, that's how there got to be ten guys, we
were all living on the same street.
When you can go beyond your gate, your know, find
out who's over there and go hang with them.
The girls
would be using chalk for hopscotch and we'd take their
chalk and we'd draw on the ground and then we'd give
them back their chalk and we'd go up on the top floor
and we'd look down.
We'd take the dumbwaiters up.
Taking a chance taking the dumbwaiters up, we must
have weighed about eighty pounds.
So, we'd go up and
look off the edge and see what we drawed.
We'd look
down at the drawings and then we'd go down and grab
the chalk from the girls and uh.
Then after a while
we went and bought our own chalks, we got to be pretty
good, we could draw. Cartoons or airplanes crashing
into each other or dumb stuff that kids draw, you
know.
We didn't know anything about plants, so we
didn't draw any plants.
We didn't draw any .
.there wasn't represen . . ..we weren't looking at
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things and drawing, I mean we weren't looking at
reality and drawing, earlier on we were looking at
flat 2-dimensional things and drawing.
Then I got
interested in going to the museum, that's when my
mother came in, I guess.
I took some classes at the
Museum of Modern Art.
And I took some classes, these
are Saturday classes, at Brooklyn Museum that had some
pretty nice paintings as I recollect, but I never
really studied a lot of them.
Like my mother took me to the Museum of Modern
Art, I must have been about nine or ten, she took me a
couple of times and I took the subway over sometimes.
And I'd take mama with me sometimes, and sometimes she
wouldn't go and sometimes I wouldn't go too, I wasn't,
you know, dedicated, it was just something that was
happening a week or two.
It was just like going to
see Rockefeller Center to see the Christmas tree or
something like that.
But ... I drew in high school,
you know, they have one of the things in the yearbook,
by that time I had switched schools.
I had grown up
in Brooklyn, NY in a totally Black environment and at
the age of sixteen, my father and my mother, I think
he was having a middle-life crisis, she was, I don't
know what was happening, but they decided to move out
of New York City.
For a long time I thought it was
because of me and my sister, there was more about
that.
You know how when you get older and you think
about things the truth comes through a little more.
At first you think it's about you, it's got to be
about me, no, they didn't move because of us, but they
moved up into this rural, White part of upper-New York
State.
It was 20 miles from Albany and 20 miles from
Pittsfield.
And, at that time, I guess, if the bus
had to come over a mile to get one person, of course
we'd have to go to the bus, so we walked, you know,
almost a mile to get to the big yellow bus, I used to
ride.
And these White kids would uh, sometimes they
wondered if it rubbed off if they rubbed up against
you, and this was all new.
MC:

Were you the

first

Black

.

.

.?

NS:
Yes and it was a culture shock to me because it
was the first bunch of, the most White people I'd
seen.
Before that [they] were on television, and
these were like television people, they jumped right
out of television and
. . . White.
You know, because
everybody else, up until the time I was sixteen it was
a totally Black world.
Except for a couple of school
teachers.
MC:

Did you ask your parents,
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why

are we here?

NS:
Oh yeah, that's what I'm saying, you know, at
first I thought, and they may have told us at that
time that it was because we weren't going to school in
New York and we weren't getting a good education, and
early on, that rap worked because that's why we became
Catholics.
We became Catholics so that we could go to
Catholic school and get a better education than in
public school.
We understood these things, there was,
you know, uh, it didn't mean that you were Catholic,
Catholic.
It meant you went to Catholic school.
In
retrospect that seemed the end of it where Catholic
schools were leaving the inner-cities completely.
There was about 60% Blacks in the Catholic schools,
the nuns were White when I went to public school.
But
see the reason I went, I don't know, if this is
interesting, yeah, it's kind of interesting, at this
time the Catholics, Catholics have changed
considerably in my lifetime.
But at this time you did
your confession on Saturday and you received Communion
on Sunday morning, but after midnight you couldn't eat
anything, so you would go to nine o'clock mass and sit
with all the rest of your class, with Sister M . . .
and, uh, on an empty stomach.
MC:

Did you live at this school?
/

NS:
No, no.
I lived twelve blocks away, so my
grandmother was the only one getting up on Sunday
morning, because my parents would sleep, they worked
five long days. . . . So my grandmother, who lived on
the top floor of this brownstone, . . . she would get
up and get us breakfast, which was against the church,
but you had to, you know, have something warm in your
stomach, you know, in order to go out there.
My
grandmother, you know, she was all right.
So, you
know, like two or three kids used to come by and pick
us up and we'd go another two blocks and pick up some
more people and by the time we'd get to school it'd be
about twenty of us all walking, but we lived outside
of District 32.
This is mostly Black, from where I was going to
school it was mostly Black.
And, they came by and
they saw us eating breakfast and they said oh, we're
going to tell, we're going to tell.
And sure enough
one Sunday they did tell, because Sister M . . . came
up and grabbed me by the scruff of my neck, I don't
mind telling you, when I was receiving communion and
pulled me all the way back through the aisle, through
the nave by my ear and my asshole.
She . . .
explained to me that I had broken a uh, I had sinned,
and I already knew about the immortal sin, so I knew I
was going to hell.
So, it came down to whether my
grandmother was right or whether the Catholic church
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was right.
So at that point we left the Catholic
church, yeah, that's how serious that stuff was, and
we went to public school.
And the rest is history,
'cause I, the Catholic school education at that time
was much better than the public school education.
And, it taught you to think in terms of structure,
even without, you know, you saw a pyramid as an
abstract shape in your mind from the Pope coming down
and you're definitely on the bottom.
You know, the
large . . . Catholic church teaches you that, so when
you rebel against it, you already know structure,
which is kind of interesting.
MC:
the,

What did you take from the Catholic church to
uh, public school?

NS:
I don't know, but, I don't know, but I always
ask, see I know that ten, there's only 10% Black
Catholics out there, but uh, coming through my
classes, there is always like 20 and 30%, they learn
something.
It's kind of interesting the demographics
and the education circuit, because they don't believe
. . . that old system perfected the three R's.
MC:
What happened to the art by the time you were in
high school?
NS:
I'd still kind of do it, but I wasn't doing it
that much.
It's gotten more and more serious as my
life has gone on, in terms of the art.
It really
didn't take, one of the best experiences I guess I had
was, 'cause I didn't have really good art experiences
at Mohawk Valley Technical Institute in Utica, where I
majored in advertising, design introduction, or at
undergraduate school in Ohio University where I
majored in a BFA with a certificate to teach K-12 and
got out in 1961.
Did my student teaching there, but I
didn't learn that much art there.
Where I did learn a
lot of art was in Cleveland, when I was a Junior High
School teacher, and, I kept running into a bunch of
people who worked as artists, some of them worked at
American Greeting, some of them worked at the Post
Office and one of them was a junkie, a stoned-junkie,
we just made a deal, our deal was, we found this
building, it used to be like a Dairy Mart, or
something like that, and they wanted a $100, this was
way back, they wanted $100 a month rent, and we had
ten people, so that was $10 a piece, and everybody
moved their stuff in.
And, that was the first time
that I got a chance to see how differently everybody
approached what they did.
And I got a chance to
really get into everybody else's temper.
I had one,
the junkie had one, this junkie man, we'd just see him
like once a week and he'd come in there with . . .
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varnish, his little oil pastels, oils and two
canvases, stretch 'em, paint 'em, heat dry them and be
out of there in five hours with a drawing, so he could
sell these things and go get high.
And they were nice
clowns;, yeah he did clowns, heads, faces, he said you
guys are crazy, you want to sell paintings ...
MC:

Give them what they want.

NS:
I mean, you know, he could dry these things in
five hours, man, the rest of us, you know, it was
tacky two weeks later.
You know what I'm talking
about, but he knew this, he had that down.
That's
nice, how'd you do that.
MC:

The art was vital to him.

NS:
The only dealings I had with him were, if
anything is missing, it's your fault, 'cause we all
trust each other, but you're the only one we might
have problems, so if anything is missing, he said,
man, don't even worry about it, this is my bread and
butter, I'm getting high to go get high.
I said,
yeah, okay.
He loved it, I mean, he, you know, but
that's when I first ran into people that loved it, you
know.
No matter what their circumstance, you know,
because you know, people can love it and be very
successful.
This is early '60s, there was a painter in there
who.
He took me into the abstraction, closer than
anyone else had.
See while I was in college, I was an
athlete who was an artist.
I wasn't an artist who was
the athlete.
I ran the quarter mile .
...at the time they had a very good coach at Ohio
University and I really wasn't into art.
It wasn't
until I was at a public school system in Cleveland,
and I found that I was a very good teacher, teaching
junior high, all my kids won scholastic awards and did
real good, put the school on the map.
Because they
put me in a real bad school.
And, I enjoyed it.
I
really enjoyed it.
All the craziness and all the. . .
. I loved it.
I was like in [my] mid-twenties.
And
became very publicized during that period of time too
because King was coming thru and Malcolm was coming
through, but in terms of my painting, I couldn't
figure out how that worked together.
But I, if either
of them were in Akron or Canton, Youngstown after
being in Cleveland, me and two or three of my other
friends would, you know, get in the car and go and see
them.
And one time I had a chance to drive Malcolm
from Cleveland to Pittsburgh, it's about a three hour
drive.
And he uh, because he had spoken in Cleveland
and his driver got sick and he needed a driver to get
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him there,
problem.
MC:

so,

I

always

liked to drive,

it was never a

What was that trip like?

NS:
Exploring, just asking all the questions I needed
answers for, because I had run into the nation of
Islamic people earlier, but didn't make sense to me .

MC:

This was

in Cleveland?

NS:
In Cleveland, yeah.
I was very active, doing a
lot of different kinds of things.
Protesting the war
early.
And then I taught at this one school, an all
Black school and they got all these awards and then I
taught at this all White school, almost, junior high
and they got all the awards again, or I did, my
students did, and then they put me in a really nice
position at the Cleveland Museum.
They were grooming
me for, like supervisor of art, . . . But the job at
the museum was to take tours that came and take them
through whatever areas, 16th century, or whatever, and
take the collection from the museum out to the
schools, because I was still a public school teacher
functioning at the museum.
And then once a week or
month, I'm not sure, two weeks, we'd put on a T.V.
show that goes out into the classrooms.
Cleveland had
a very good museum system.
I've been fortunate to be
in New York and closer to Brooklyn Museum and having
classes, I never really realized this before, the
museum, uh, modern museum, because this was what '50s,
'40s. . . . Well '50s anyway.
And then the Cleveland
Museum, because they had, it was the second or third
richest private museum at the time, I mean they could
buy anything, they even bought a Rembrandt I was
painting stripped paintings and they were buying them
up.
You know, . . . and political, whoa, he can't
paint no more.
Anyway, the job was good, but, and the
jazz joint was good and being newly married at the
time was good and being that young was good.
But, oh
and how I painted at the jazz joint, see we had an UPS
truck, this is probably the largest, the first large
painting, we had an UPS truck that used to be uh owned
by the jazz . . . and we had 4' x 8' masonite boards
that I'd paint on there Miles Davis playing his
trumpet.
And drive around town and picking up people
or not picking them up and getting stalled downtown,
tickets, . . . traffic, that was my job.
And
collecting at the door.
MC:
You said you were painting non-representational
works and you were selling them and you were getting
good feedback. And then you switched and, who was
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saying that they weren't good anymore,
museum people . . .?

critics,

the

NS:
Yeah, I couldn't get in the May show anymore.
They have a large show in Cleveland in the early 60s,
I was fooling around with a lot of masking tape and
stuff, later I got real good at it. I was doing real
good and they were buying them. After a while they
knew I was a Black artist.
MC:

They didn't know you were a Black artist?

NS:

Not at first,

MC:

And that didn't affect the sales?

not at first.

NS:
No.
No it didn't.
It affected
painting political paintings.

it when I

started

MC:
Did anybody say that you shouldn't be doing this
sort of stuff?
NS:
Well see, it never, I never looked to the
majority culture for my approval rating.
And I
learned this from the musicians, all the musicians
that I know, Black musicians, they've never had to be
legitimatized by White people.
Like ministers don't
have to be legitimatized by White people.
There are
certain people in the Black community, so, I guess
about 1960, I made a decision that my painting was
going to be about Black people and it wasn't going to
be about these stripes and stuff like that.
But, this
is an evolutionary process because Cleveland didn't
have that answer for me, in terms of the politics.
When I went to Kent State I knew exactly what I was,
see I was painting in Cleveland with these ten guys,
women, too.
It wasn't until I got to Kent State that
I knew what I had to fight against and until I got to
Chicago and joined Afro Cobra, see I graduated from
Kent State in '69 and I joined Afro Cobra in '69 and I
got a job in Northern Illinois in 1969.
It was a very
good year to have a degree, 1969.
That was a hell of
a year.
For a Black person in this country, because
there was all kinds of, it's not like it is now, where
they are trying to do with Black people in jobs.
And
they were trying to get them in, into the structure so
that they wouldn't be directing their energies towards
destroying from the streets.
I understood what that
was about, but it wasn't until I really got to Chicago
and got with, what came to be Afro Cobra, that we came
to politics of art.
Of what art should be about in
its liberating force to . . . and started making it
very clear that you could construct images that would
deviate, that would give power to Black people.
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MC:

Did you discuss this with Malcolm X?

NS:

No,

MC:

Even though you're an artist.

Your ideas.

no.

NS:
Yeah, but I was subordinate to that, I was more
interested in the, you know, this whole thing with the
world.
I've always been interested in the world,
because, you know, I politically found it out in '67
we are not a minority.
But I even knew that earlier.
Until I was like, twelve or thirteen, I thought
everybody was Black, basically.
And then I found out
no, there's a White world and there's an island here
where Black people live and then I found out, you
know, those islands are connected to the rest of the
world and White people are a minority.
It made a hell
of a lot of difference because I think we have a lot
to offer from that perspective, but, I don't know,
this whole minority thing and now this cultural
modernist thing and multi-culture.
I was down at the
N.C.A. conference, they had an N.C.A. conference and
we were at the Studio Museum and a real nice. . . .
And I brought the point up, you know, are we in such
bad shape now because of cultural pluralisms that. . .
. I think they're being blackmailed.
Uh, by their
funding to have multi-cultural in a Black institution.
And I am starting to see a whole lot of the thing of
multi-cultural working against Black people because
they keep putting in, you know, they had White, Black,
Chicano and somebody else and now they still got the
one Black, but the community is twenty people because
they've got an Indiana . . . so it's a division of
power.
I got this degree at Kent State.
Because I was,
I was working at this creative workshop. That's M.F.A.
Yeah, I started as print maker, I got almost as many
hours in Art History, print making and painting.
And
uh, when I went to get a job, it was probably about
'69, I went to C.A.A. ... I don't really know about
this through the museum.
I'm starting to find . . .
MC:
So you were bringing these political paintings
your portfolio to this C.A.A. . . .?
NS:
Oh yeah, they-wanted it, in 1969 they wanted
it..Yes, they wanted it.
Because they were having
riots on their campus, we wanted Black whatever . .
and I had the credentials, I could teach.
MC:
So this is kind of crucial, I
interviewed for what kind of jobs,
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think.
You were
teaching jobs?

in

.

NS:
Teaching jobs like the one I have now.
Urn, my
first, okay, I had a good offer from Temple
University, I had a good offer from another art school
in the West, commercial artists, I had about three or
four offers, 1969, I sent out forty inquiries to
colleges that I wanted to be associated with.
About
ten of them sent back things saying we are interested
in your qualifications and here's how. ... I had
lunch and I went to see this guy at Kent State and
there is this line in the hallway outside the door
that goes around, there is about 40 or 50 White boys
in this line.
I went right up to the front, knocked
on the door and said "Is Dr. Errings here?"
She said
"Yes.
Dr. Errings is interviewing somebody."
I said,
"I am Nelson Stevens."
I'm, now I'm thirty years old,
but, she said, "Oh, yes."
I said, she said "Have you
had lunch?"
I said "No, but I'll watch you eat, not a
problem."
So she got up and we went to lunch.
At the
end of the lunch she said, "What would it take to get
you to come to the Alabama University? . . . That was
my first college joint.
MC:

Why do you think he wanted you?

NS:
Because I was good and I was
and I knew my stuff.

fulfilling his quota

MC:
Do you think that there was a fear of the subject
matter that you were going to teach?
NS:
He didn't, some people in his department did.
Because I had to go heads up against the, Art History,
because I was going to teach a Black History course.
. . . You can't do that, . . .
MC:

Why?

NS:
What's your text, you know, is
Renaissance?
I said "Yeah, it is."
MC:
And you said,
your answer?

it the way of the

"Where's your text?",

and what was

NS:
I got what I could get and I showed it to him,
and uh, but I had my department chairman support me.
He was supporting me big time.
MC:
But this
studies . . .

is also the time that African-American

NS:
It was coming along and they were trying to get
me involved there in the art department.
I taught
there for three years before uh, moving on.
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MC:
Now, you mentioned earlier that institutions,
White institutions would rather have you on the inside
kind of going with the programs opposed to being
outside ...
NS:
Yes, it's very interesting how they develop these
Black programs.
They didn't develop in major
metropolitan areas; they got them out in the country
somewhere.
So it's a kind of a brain-drain that a
Black community . . . there's a reason why I'm living
right here.
There's a definite reason.
I like having
Black folk around.
I love these kids, you know.
They
know I've got a job.
It's an outgrowth of my politics
I'm sure, without the program that leads to the murals
that I've done, the cards the different kinds of ways
of reaching out.
I see, teaching in U. Mass.
I'm in
two departments.
In one I teach aesthetics of
trans-Africa; we study the Europe we studied the
influence of these peoples in the New World, from
Brazil all the way up to New York.
What I try and do
is show them how to create their own image conscious
moment.
They can decide their own, I'm not pushing my
politics as such.
The students, now, there is a couple of things to
be said from when I started teaching in '69 on the
college campus and in '72, here continued at U. Mass.,
the students then were not of the same class that the
Black students are now.
The Black students that I
have predominantly now are middle-class students.
The
students that I had then were not middle-class.
They
can no longer, there is a whole group that can no
longer afford to go to college.
And that was the end,
the beginning and the end of that experiment.
Probably ended around '75.
MC:
Speaking about that experience, how would you
describe that experiment to somebody now.
With . .

.?

NS:
Well, you've got to remember there is almost ten
years between my under-graduate education and my
graduate education and there is a lot of differences.
One the Black community is entirely different in 1960
than it is in 1970.
King had now been assassinated,
Kennedy has been assassinated, it's very clear what's
being. ... So the students that were coming through
then were highly political motivated.
They were
asking relevance and questions about everything.
Institutional structures have modified and changed
because of that decade perhaps more than any other.
I
think there has been so much right-wing fascist kinds
of pressure when you deal on the subliminal level that
you do on the college level.
If you remember all of
the Black activist that got shot, all of the Black
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organizations that got infiltrated, they got tapes of
King under the bed, Hoover kind of activities and, and
you know, Nixon kinds of things, that uh, that ladder
is no longer there.
There is uh, and the schism
between the Black middle-class and the Black
lower-class is larger now than probably ever.
I think
that out of that period the Black middle-class, has
been able to advance, but I don't think the Black
lower-class has followed.
MC:

But when you use the word experiment

.

.

.?

NS:
Experiment, the education experiment was cut off,
there's no longer ways for a person, for the same
kinds of people who went to the schools in the early
late 60s, loans, grants, all that kind of stuff.
Because it's being expanded now, White kids are using
that, it was sort of successful, the Head Start
Program, it was successful on Black kids, okay let's
broaden it and use it for White kids.
You see it all
the time.
A model that works . . . okay.
If it
doesn't work, you know, they stop it.
MC:

So that ended

.

.

.

NS:
That ended graduating through Nixon's years.
To
the point now that the kids, most of the Black kids
that I have in my aesthetics class, we've got about
twelve maybe are real nice kids.
MC:
I just wanted to kind of change directions and
talk about exhibitions and what it's been like as far
as getting exposure for your work, how it's changed?
And uh, get your opinions to why indeed it has.
NS:
When I was in Cleveland, I was exhibiting at
shows; I'd go out of my way looking for, uh, we'd put
them in banks and move them around to different
places. . . . Since I've been teaching college I
haven't really, well I used to look for exhibits . . .
and I'm not really probably the best person to talk
about exhibits.
I'm going to have an exhibit, there's
a person in Boston with all new work, that's why I've
got a studio. . . . And I will be looking forward to
doing more exhibits, I exhibit always with Afro Cobra
and that means exhibiting two or three times a year,
new work, uh, two or three pieces.
And that generally
is about pursuing an aesthetic, a Black aesthetic, or
some uh, I should say some. . . .
We started in 1969 and we got, we then obtained,
within the three years that I was there up to ten
members.
And, exhibited in Chicago and in New York at
the Studio Museum when it was on 5th Avenue.
We
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decided that we weren't really as revolutionary as we
wanted to be, so we backed off that.
It was African
commune of man relative to arts.
And that was about
the esthetic and not about the artist.
Because we
referred to ourselves as imagemen.
And formed around
the idea of liberating Black through people through
images, and we would meet every two weeks at one or
another's house unassigned, starting around noon,
going through dinner and into the evening, taking all
of the seatings, inviting in artists, other kinds of
artists, musicians, art assemblage, Chicago people,
civil righters, . . . invited. . . . But we'd have
lots of people come and the whole idea was to look at
our work and to critique the work, so you'd have eight
or nine people there and two or three pieces that were
incomplete or complete and we would spend like 15 or
20 minutes critiquing, and I felt that if you had
three or four of your peers looking at your work
before it was completed and giving you two or three
avenues of completion, whoa, you know. . . . And after
a while you may know where they were coming fom, what
that is, so, that has always been one of the great
things with that program for me.
The idea of
teaching, the idea of to be taught, because you've got
doctors and all kinds of everybody else is very
competent ...
MC:

What types of places did Afro Cobra show?

NS:
At first, barber shops, beauty parlors, uh, some
of the members were responsible for the Wall of
Respect, because Africo, which comes out of . . .
which put together the Wall of Respect.
MC:

Explain what that is.

NS:
The Wall of Respect was the first mural done
since the W.P.A.
It was done by artists in a Black
community on 43rd and Landley Ave. in Chicago in 1967.
It contained icons of a Black community in terms of
images that the Black community respected and admired
in doing.
Mohammad Ali is probably in it and Jack
Johnson, basketball players, the Supremes at the time,
Elijah Mohammad, Baldwin.
There is a musician part
that ... in that area was turned by Barbara Jones
who was an African woman, and there was a music town
that was put together by Jim Donaldson and . . . and
different other musicians.
It was a collaborative
experience, it is not, it is a whole, it is not one
thing, it is several different units, that comprise
it.
The Wall is, it's a seminal, it's the beginning
of the Black arts movement in public arts in terms of
murals and diverse . . . from Chicago's West End, and
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it was about community pride and making a shrine
the Black community to Black culture.

in

MC:
Were you interested in the establishment
institutions?
Museums?
NS:

No.

No.

We weren't.

MC:

Galleries?

NS:

No.

MC:

Why?

NS:
Because we felt our battle was to communicate to
.Black people.
I know how hard it is to get White
people to go to a museum.
I think the Museum on the
outside, to make it accessible.
You make art
accessible to people rather than exclusionary in a
museum.
That's the major kind of thing that we were
about.
MC:
Benny Andrews and Conroy, they were trying to get
into the system, they wanted to be part of the
mainstream.
NS:
Right, right, right.
And we were saying, there's
more important work to be done.
And, they said no
it's over here.
MC:
Can we do art though that brings the cultures
together?
Or is that biting off too much.
NS:
I don't know.
I know we are trying to do a
calendar though is to give Black folk a correct
interpretation of the deity that they pray to.
You
know because, this man Jesus, when he walked, he could
not pass for a White person today.
Now, that is
undeniably true, what shade he is can be argued, but
you know, so this is what I'm dealing with and the
fact that people are bent out of joint because we
haven't given them a choice and we are the people to
give that choice.
MC:
What kind of feedback have you had
audiences?
NS:

from White

They don't care.

MC:
What do you mean they don't care?
That's yours,
you keep it over there, this is mine I'll keep it over
here?
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NS:
Yeah, yeah.
Some of them think it's curious, but
I think the more research that they finally do, see it
just raises the question, the question has hardly been
raised.
This is a brand new question, what color was
Buddha? . . . We're not talkinq about God; we're
talking about Jesus and they say it's the son of God.
MC:
You're not preaching that,
about dealing with history?

you're just talking

NS:
Yeah.
But you know like what is healthy is that
Buddha comes from India, and in India, he looks
Indian, and in China, he looks Chinese, and in Korea,
he's Korean, in Japan, he looks Japanese.
Now that's
not about. . . . If we were a part of one of those
cultures and got up in there, you know what I mean,
because Jesus changed from being like us to somebody
else in imagery.
And I think it's fascinating.
I teach in the art department, and I teach in the
African-American studies department.
Perhaps these
two things are the things that led me to the concept
of the calendar, but about 2-1/2 years ago now, I was
called to an African-American funeral home.
I didn't
know why I was going over there, but they showed me
the images that they had at that point in time and it
was a White European Jesus, traditional, blonde hair,
blue-eyed and Mary, the blonde hair, blue-eyed Mary,
and the praying hands.
And, I was a bit taken back,
thinking that they hadn't really done their research
that perhaps there was already imagery out there that
they weren't really aware of.
MC:

But they were concerned about it?

NS:
Yes, they were definitely concerned about it.
And it turned out that they had done some research to
find out that they weren't. ... I did my own calling
some very large churches and some very large funeral
homes.
I should say that I gave them a price to
redesign it and the price was too high for them.
They
tried to get some other artist to deal with it and I
think they're still trying on some of them.
These images are for funerals that happen and
you're giving like an announcement to someone and you
know, the only image that they had.
For funeral
services for any kinds of things, or those three that
I just identified.
So, after giving them a price I
did my own research like I said, calling different
large, larger places and finding out that there was no
imagery.
I hadn't been active in the church for quite
some time so I wasn't really aware that that hadn't
been done.
But, for fifteen years I've been putting
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out Drum magazine, so I'm pretty familiar with the
print process, so I started thinking.
And Drum
magazine has been an award winning literary and arts
publication for the length of time that it was in
existence.
It was originally put out by Black
students, because that was one of their demands in
1969, to have not only air time like BMCP, to have not
only a recruitment program and a Black studies
program, but in addition to those and some others, to
have Drum magazine, so it came into existence in 1969,
I came here in 1972 and it was faltering badly in 1974
and 5 and students came to me and they wanted me to
organize it.
Which I did, I made it into a class and
for about ten years we operated as a class until the
right wing RSO [Recognized Student Organization]; it
wasn't [an] RSO organization, and the right wing kind
of came on a very severe attack during that period of
time, the Reagan period, and they got us out of the
budget.
So, and even before that I had been involved
with publications.
At any rate, I started thinking about the lack of
imagery in terms of inclusion in a calendar, and it
dawned on me that I knew all of the people that could
make a change in Black Christian iconography, business
people, my wife's skills in terms of the computer and
in terms of organizing a business, and all of the
artists, that had not been involved in Religious . . .
graphy, and this would give them an opportunity to do
that.
I answered the phone one day and this guy was
talking to me about, the calendar was already out at
that time, and he was telling me that I was in the
business of saving souls.
And I hadn't quite related
to it quite that way. I thought about it more in terms
of the fact that, the Bible says that Jesus is Black,
or at least not White, and Black people by and large,
twenty million of them have White iconography, and
knowing all of the artists that could make that kind
of change, I felt like that if I didn't do it it would
almost be like a sin of omission, you know.
So, I
started, at that point, I started calling artists and
finding out how they felt about the concept and all
across the board if they weren't too busy on personal
commissions, everybody said yeah, they'd get down on
it.
So we commissioned artists, like yourself, to do
a piee for the calendar, trying to get as diverse an
aesthetic among the different artists and still have
the best artists in particular ways of handling the
medium, deal with specific assignments from the Bible.
I did other research that led to that, and that was
going to the ministry, as I am now, this year, and
asking them if there was going to be a calendar, what
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scenes would they most like to see in the calendar.
My lawyer called it market research.
I called it
being safe rather than sorry.
Because, what we were
trying to do is to deal with an image base that deals
with the AME, African-Methodist-Episcopal, the AME
Zion, which is a separate church, the church of God
and Christ, and the three Baptist organizations.
In
their grouping, there are twenty million Black
Christians across the country.
Of course there are
states that are more dense in Black people than
certainly in this one.
So my research took me to New
York, took me to Chicago, it took me to, and
Springfield here, checking out the ministry, and
trying to find out, you know, what kind of imagery
they liked.
MC:
Do you see this as a political
religious project?

project or a

NS:
I think they're both at the same time.
I think
it's an aesthetic project, I think it's a religious
project, I think it's an empowerment project, I think
it is a nurturing, I think it is a healing process.
I
think the work that we are doing does all of these
things under the, cloaking under a business, a small
business.
In the first year we were able to sell
about 17,000 calendars, we had no idea how many we
were going to sell originally, we had no idea where
the markets were, how we were going to get to the
markets or anything like that.
We have a much better
concept of that now, of course.
The money was
borrowed from all Black people in the community and
people that I've known for the last twenty or
twenty-five years.
And we were giving them interest,
like 6% interest on their money, and they were glad to
because, excuse me, most of them believed in the
project and they couldn't get that kind of return on
their money elsewhere, the banks were now giving away
3% or something like.
So, I wanted to get artists
that were familiar with expressionisms, realism . . .
all kinds of twentieth century visual art forms and
that represented a really quality, top-notched image
makers.
MC:
You said the word image makers before, I mean,
where do you see the difference between image makers
and artists, is there a difference or, is that in
association with Afro-Cobra?
NS:
In western thought, the artist is supposed to be
aloof and distant from his own people, basically.
He
sets himself apart.
Afro-Cobra has always considered
the artist as part of the Black community and a part
of that is supplying images for that community.
It
177

doesn't come out of the western line of thought, it
comes out of more of an African line of thought.
So
we don't consider ourselves aloof, and trying to do
that we started calling ourselves image makers just to
make us conscious of what we were about.
That we made
images, that we made images that liberated and healed
our people.
So, I think Afro-Cobra, I think the
Creative Workshop, I think teaching aesthetics as long
as I have in terms of dealing with African religious
belief symbols, I became aware that in South America,
Blacks have their own image symbols, West Africa they
have their own image symbols and here we don't.
Another piece of that is that while working at the
Cleveland Museum where Sherman Lee was director, who
was very large in Asian art, he pointed out to me a
long time ago that Buddha had come from India and in
India he looked Indian, Condora, you know when the
Romans influenced that, another kind of influence, but
they looked like Indians, the religion moves east to
China, and in China Buddha looks like he's Chinese, in
Japan he looks like he's Japanese and in Korea he
looks like he's Korean.
Everybody knows the
derivations of Buddha, but their artists carving their
images, carved in the image of their own people.
Which I thought was a very healthy kind of an idea,
rather than having them bow down to a foreigner as
such with all of the trappings that they may have.
So, so what?
We decided to put out the calendar, go
down to the Baptist convention, show the Baptist, you
know, what we were about, in terms of the images.
They loved it.
We had had great dialogues, dialogues
with T.J. Janison, who is head of seven million Black
folks in the wilderness and North America here.
National Black Convention, he's the President of
that.
And, had he not been indicted by the Justice
Department, he was indicted.
For a long time we were
having one on one conversations in person and over the
phone, in terms of the direction of the calendar,
because I did want the ministry to really be a part of
what the images were going to be yet, because I really
thought that, and still think, that they're the only
ones that can really tell me what belongs there.
But
he got indicted for passing, or trying to pass a
million dollars to the girl's parents who Tyson
supposedly raped, and shortly after that we weren't
able to communicate because all of his images were
going into staying out of jail and closing down the
security depart . . . you know, closing down that
investigation.
And there are several things like that
that hampered the progress of the calendar during the
first year, but I don't mean to say in any way that
the calendar hasn't been a, well one woman called it a
God-send.
If you pick up the phone here, you hear all
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kinds of things from people who want to order the
calendar, who are very Christian people and have been
looking for this kind of image for a long time and
cherish it.
So, right now, going towards the middle
of 1993, that '93 calendar is in about 17,000 homes,
and each month a new page of history and a new page of
imagery is unfolded to them.
So, 12 times 17,000 is
the number of prints, basically that we sold because
these people, I'm sure, the way they tell me, they're
going to be cutting them up and saving them for a long
time, coilaging them, putting them in frames, and
things like that.
So, in essence, we've started
something, I think, that's major.
Allied to that, I
just came back, well a month ago I was in Abisinni
Baptist church, where Reverend Butts has been very
helpful to us.
MC:

Where's that?

NS:
Abisinni Baptist Church is 138th Street in
Manhattan.
They have, and Rev. Butts is in charge of
that church.
They have a stained glass window that
was bought for them through Adam Clayton Powell, Sr.
in the 20s and blessed by the Honorable Hali Salassi
King of Kings, Lamb of Lambs. . . . And they want to
take that window down because it doesn't have the
iconography that reflects their teachings as to what
Christianity is about.
That is reflects neo-colonial
concept of what they should be worshipping, so, okay,
that's one instance.
There is a Rev. Stalling, he's
down in Washington, D.C., who, since Easter has been
burning images of the White Jesus and showing a
contradiction there.
He's been ostracized from the
Catholic church, he may have been excommunicated.
He's getting a lot of press for this, because this is
a radical position.
What I am getting at is that there is a lot of
similar asking the question, who is your God, what
color is your God?
So I think the more that kind of
thing gets questioned, the more that kind of thing
gets promoted, the larger avenue we have into the
church.
The other thing I guess, is that, I think the
artists have been very late in dealing with this.
Like I said, I thought that it had already been done,
and finding out that it wasn't done, I decided to do
it.
But, I think that by and large, you know, you
were asking me before about exhibiting in galleries
and stuff like that, but that's not where the people
are, if you want to be quiet, if you want to be away
from people, if you, you know . . .
NS:
Go in the gallery, not on the opening, but any
other time, you'll be alone.
You go in the museum,
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you'll be alone.
But I think that you have to go
where the people are, and this avenue here, like I
said, we exhibited in beauty parlors and barber shops,
not we're just dealing with the church, it's slightly
different institution but of major conseguence to
Black people.
But I'm convinced that you have to go
where people are in order for them to see what it is
that you are doing.
MC:

Do you

see

this

as

kind

of

a

separatist movement?

NS:
I'd say it was an empowerment movement.
I guess,
somebody outside of it could see it as separating,
because they'd see well, isn't my God good enough for
them to worship, or something like that.
But, when
they phrase it that way, they should be able to see
that they are talking about their God being different
from somebody else's God.
You know, we're not talking
about God, we're talking about the son of God too by
the way.
And what I think is that most White lonely
people may want to switch their opinion of what Jesus
looks like.
MC:

Why do you think that?

NS:
Because he doesn't look like, they haven't, if
you ask most people who paint Jesus, they've got a
blonde haired, blue-eyed guy.
And it'd be impossible
for him to be walking around in Palestine during that
period of time.
And some White folks, you know, made
that very clear to me.
And it doesn't seem to bother
them that he got, what I call Euro-dust sprinkled on
him and became blonde haired and blue-eyed, five
hundred years ago.
But, he had to, because you can't
have nations involved in slave trade and have a Black
image of Jesus, so you have to make yourself
comfortable with those two contradictions and I think,
uh. . . . Another thing I think that there's a lot of
brothers who are into Islam . . . are in there because
they couldn't see positive imagery of their own
church.
The churches they grew up in, the Baptist
Church, the Methodist Church, whatever.
And I think
that we're all very sensitive to images, and the more
political that some people are the more sensitive they
are.
I was, like I said, I had this in Baptist and
there was a psychologist, a woman, who is a member of
Abisinni Baptist, and she said, you know, she'd been
coming to the church for twenty years and she never
really noticed the stained glass windows after the
first couple of times she was there.
And I think, I
suggested to her that maybe she just masked out the
image in order to reduce the friction that was
happening in her mind about that.
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MC:

She had been de-sensitized.

NS:
Rather than deal with it she just masked it out.
But I think a lot of people do.
I know, in Martin
Luther King Church in Atlanta you turn around from the
altar and you're walking up the main aisle and there's
Jesus in Yosemite, blonde haired, blue-eyed and very
few people I think, have thought that much about it, I
think they're thinking more about it now.
MC:
Do you think that particular case is because
that's almost like a shrine, to Martin Luther King,
and the image of Jesus is a secondary image.
NS:
I think that could be, but I think it's
representative of the majority of churches across the
country in terms of the imagery.
You have to
understand, let's say, the majority of Black folks
move into a church that has already been existing,
sometimes by Whites, sometimes by Blacks, was formed
already and the stained glass windows are there.
So
they are just glad to be there.
I think now, though,
there is going to be more work for the Black artist
within the church than there ever has been before.
I'm talking about from the Station of the Cross to the
brochures to the images that are carved in there, to
the stained glass windows.
I think that most of our
work is going to be right there from now on, for the
next ten years anyway.
MC:
So have you been noticing an
commissions from churches because

increase in
of the calendar?

NS:
Yeah.
I know two or three people, for example .
. . Ron Anderson, he's affiliated now with Rev.
Stallings' church and is preparing a stained glass
window for Rev. Stallings' church. . . . Ron Anderson
is in the first calendar, he's an Afro-Cobra man who
lives in Washington, D.C.
And, he's been approached
by several people lately, for stained glass windows.
He's been doing stained glass windows for the last ten
years, but his business is picking up.
That's what
I'm getting at.
MC:
To change the subject a little bit , at the end
of the last interview you mentioned that certain kind
of aesthetic, you had coined a phrase for a certain
kind of aesthetic, remember when we closed off you
said you were going to talk about the . . .
NS:

Golden Age

of

Black Art.

MC:

Golden Age

of

Black Art.
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NS:
GABA, this comes out of NCA, National Conference
of Artists, which was formulated in 1959, could be, by
Margaret Burroughs.
I just came back from the
conference.
I didn't go last year when they came up
with this phrase, which was in 1992, I was working on
the calendar then.
And they held it in Toronto, but
they came up with the [idea] that the '90s would be
the golden age of Black art.
And, simultaneously art
from the spirit of Lord came out, and I think, they're
probably right.
I think that this probably is the
golden age of Black art.
I think that they've
overlooked the church, but I think that that's where
the impetus ... is going to come from, because I
think there is a lot of very fine, talented artists
out there.
MC:
If they don't think, if they're not seeing the
church, where are they seeing this golden age taken
. . and how . . . ?

.

NS:
In terms of being able to market it, being, well
first, being confident in producing the kinds of
images that they want to.
Then securing networks to
get that to people and mostly on the print level as
opposed to, and on the wearing apparel level, on the
functional kinds of levels rather than the purely
aesthetic, the single painting on the wall.
MC:
Can I interrupt?
Is that image going to be open
or is this image going to need to be figurative,
dealing with images of African-Americans, is there
going to be room for, say a modernist artist?
NS:
I would think so.
This is what I am trying to
figure out in terms of the calendar, for example.
How
many, what kinds and levels of abstraction, abstract
painters I can include in the mural.
And I am trying,
I'm trying, I talked to Bing Davis about this, he's
out at Central State, and a very good thinker on these
kinds of things.
For example, I have a particular
problem, most of the scenes from the Bible have
already been done, if I say Annunciation or Bethlehem
or entering Jerusalem during Palm Sunday or Mount
Calvary, you get specific images in your head.
But
there's a whole arena that has no content image yet.
And that, is the songs from the church, for example,
what would "Amazing Grace" look like.
What would some
of these old spirituals, "Go Down Moses," what would
that look like.
"Let My People," you know, what would
. . .?
I'm dealing now with the songs, and they form
into three, what I think three interesting areas,
there's old English hymns that have become part of the
Black church, there's the spirituals that are before
1863 and then the Gospel, which Dorsey is very big in.
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So, there may be like two or three areas or, yeah, out
of the twelve that I'm thinking about dealing with
abstraction in order to deal with some of the content
of the words from the songs.
MC:
do,

If someone was to ask you,
what do you say to them?

what

is

it that you

NS:
I manipulate color, I manipulate color.
When I'm
at my best I move color around on a flat surface
trying to cover up with an image that will inspire me
and other people that see the image.
That's what I
try and do.
MC:
You haven't used the word
used the word image maker.

artist.

You haven't

NS:
I use the word image maker to separate myself
from those to be extreme, Ivory tower artists, people
who feel that painting is purely aesthetic and the
meaning of the painting, in terms of the content is
not of primary importance.
So what I'm trying to do,
I guess is to show a level of politicized aesthetics.
But I realize that all art is political, so, but, just
to be clear sometimes I use the word, but all art is
political.
NS:
But I think that uh, the right wing, in terms of
Hoover and McCarthy, has taken a lot of the heart out
of art, the whole idea that it could mean something.
Because, when McCarthy was in his hay day, the artist
says it doesn't mean anything, it really doesn't mean
anything.
And that's not what Picasso said.
Picasso
said it's not simply about decorating walls, art is a
weapon for change.
So, you know, when I use the word
art that's probably what I'm using, art as a weapon to
change.
MC:

Are you a

spokesman?

NS:
Only so far as, no, I try and hide behind my
images as much as possible.
Because I don't think
there is any substitute for knowing your craft, and
that kind of thing.
Because I remember, see when we
were the young Turks, when I was like thirty years
old, and we were attacking the Black art establishment
at that time, they said well show us your work, and I
was glad to show them mine.
And they said, "Yeah,
that's

good.

That's

alright."

I would like to see art have more of a meaning in
people's lives.
In most cultures that exists.
We're
far behind many cultures, and yet we claim we're so
civilized, and yet we claim that the arts are
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invisible racial lines, that there are no lines in the
arts.
Well you get out there a little while and
you'll understand that there are some serious lines.
MC:

How do you do that?

NS:
In denying the past and
with what is going on now.

in terms

of

not dealing

MC:
How, what are some examples of you hitting those
different barriers, racial barriers?
NS:
Trying, trying to get a wider viewing audience
for the images that I'd like to see out there.
And
I've been interested in that idea for a long time, it
took me on to murals, it took me into cards, it took
me into prints, it's taken me into the calendar.
It
took me into billboards, you know.
Because I think
one of the slickest ways of getting the images out
there is through billboards, they're already there.
They're already where people are going to look.
The
advertiser is supposed to be giving up a certain
number percentage of space to non-profit kinds of
things, they have, I forget the legislation, but it's
kind of like FCC on television.
On television they
give up Sunday mornings, stuff like that.
But on
these stage things it would be circulating image.
It's worked a couple of places.
MC:

It

seems

in a way you're talking

about public

art.
NS:
the

That's where the public
art where the public

is.

You've

got to take

is.

MC:
Alright, but to go back to my original question,
I asked, are you a spokesman, is your work a
spokesvehicle?
NS:

I

think

MC:

And there's

NS:

Yes.

MC:

And

that

in a

certain

sense yeah

a political

MC:

is.

message?

is?

NS:
That there are images
people and I'd like to see
seen by

it

a wider

that can help liberate
those images produced and

audience.

Wider audience

that

crosses
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racial

boundaries?

NS:
Yeah, you know, yeah.
There's many, but there's
a whole group of voices that are unheard on the
national scene.
Not being able to get access to that distribution
route in order to multiply the sound, if you will, of
his voice.
MC:
Is it that the artist doesn't have the
distribution know how?
Or is it the artist trying to
get somebody else to do this for himself or herself?
NS:
Well I think it would be the perfect package of
course, that it would be the artist being able to do
both things, but you and I as artist realize that the
more of that you do, the less of the thing that you do
best, you do.
And so, I've always been in favor of
people doing best what they do.
Now, I'm running into
some distribution routes, just through the process of
the calendar.
That may hold a lot of weight, either
on terms of that, so on that way, yeah, I guess I am a
spokesman for, I am a spokesman for the Black Jesus
concept, I'm a spokesman for public art, I'm a
spokesman for increasing the political imagery if you
will, and the aestethic imagery, I think all these
things are very important.
MC:
What do you say to other African-American artists
that are still stuck in the Euro-centric rut as far as
their imagery?
NS:

Let them keep going with

it.

If that's what they

want to do.
MC:

Can you

embrace them and bring them along with

your view?
NS:
if,

I would hope so,
you know, they're

I would hope so, particularly
skillful at what they do.

MC:
Right now are you satisfied as
do you feel fulfilled as an artist?

an

artist,

I

mean

NS:
Fulfilled?
No I think that's a process, I don't
think that's a, you know, a destination.
Fulfilled?
No, there's still quite a few things I want to do.
MC:

But

is

this

a

step

in that process?

NS:
Yes, yeah, this is a step in that process of
getting really good art out to people, you know, of
getting this whole image thing of Black people feeling
that the image of the oppressors, the image of Jesus,
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and that kind of
take great pride

confusion, straighten
and like the idea.

it

out.

But,

I

MC:
Where do you see the next few steps in this
process. . . . what are the next few steps?
NS:
Along that line, when artists are being employed
by churches, to a level unseen in the past, Black
artists, Black churches, just going across the country
consecrating images, I think that's a fantastic
challenge.
And taking many forms, from stained glass
windows to portable paintings to murals, to you know,
to the icons of the programs, the whole thing.
I
think that's, I think that's the next really big
thing.
MC:
Is it important
to that movement?

for you to be

a

major contributor

NS:
I'd like to.
But I don't, you know, I'm going to
contribute to whether I'm the major component or not.
MC:
But it's not something you could
leaving alone right now, right?

feel

comfortable

NS:
No, I don't think so.
Not having once thought of
it and felt that I knew all the people that could make
it possible, and then leaving it.
That wouldn't sit
right with me.
MC:
That's the next step ultimately, where's
process end?
Can you foresee how that . . .?

the

NS:
No, I don't see an ending.
I have a bunch of
things that I'd like to accomplish.
I talked to you
about a summer institute of Black artists and Black
art historians, that would attract students in
faculties from all across the country.
I'd like to
see that.
You know, I've got these different little
projects in mind, I keep coming up with them, it's
interesting.
Sometimes nothing happens with it,
sometimes, you know, I can mustard it.
But I don't
see myself as wholly that kind of person that could
put it in operation, because I am attracted, you know,
like Ellington said "Music is my Mistress," well, he's
not the only one that's got a mistress.
I've got one
too, and I've got to go see it on a regular basis or
you're messing with a guy you don't want to mess with.
I just get messed up.
So it's kind of my own therapy.
MC:

Interesting point.

NS:
Yeah, oh yeah.
You don't want me to go through
couple of months without painting and then have a
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a

meeting with you about some shit. . . . Or like this
last year, going without a car, you know, I've been a
little on edge.
But, yeah, it is a therapy, but it's
also, therapeutic for many people that view it.
MC:
Go back, way back, to the 1960s.
When you met
Malcolm X.
You said that, you had a chance to discuss
things with him as you were working on a lot of issues
in your own life, and you're wearing a shirt with a
portrait of Malcom X that you did.
What did that
meeting mean to you?
NS:
Well I don't think there's any more significant
individual figure to touch my life than Malcolm X . .
. bright and shining friends.
I think he was amazing
for his transformations, he was amazing for his
articulation of what is wrong with America and for the
lack of human freedoms that Black people endured in
the United States.
I think he was a champion on a lot
of issues.
I think, you know, I've gone with this
interview without mentioning Larry Neal, who I met in
1969, and Paul Carter Harrison, who I met in 1969 and
Amiri Baracca, who I met in 1969 when I was doing my
MFA at Kent State and those were significant, those
were the three significant people along with my wife
at the time, of course.
But, and then having a chance
even before that, to have met Malcolm, those people,
their thinking, reading allowed me to think about our
situation on a level that I wouldn't have dared come
to by myself.
Or if I did, I would have been so
shaken that I'd thought that I was the only one
thinking that way.
I guess, I'm more sensitive to, I
learn better through being in a situation and talking
than reading.
Lots of times, because the pictures
remind me of the incident. . . .So, you know, I've
always felt that I would have been less fulfilled, to
use your term, person, not knowing or meeting any of
those four people that I just named.
Mary came
through Kent State and was formally known as Leroy
Johnson, and it was, you know, during the height or
the embryonic stage of the Black arts movement, the
late '60s.
And, I took him to dinner afterwards, you
know, I just asked him the questions, you know, trying
to get a road map, trying to get it clear.
Then Larry
Neal, when I was doing my MFA, came to me through his
poetry "Black Bugaloo" and made a great deal of space
for me at Kent, and so did Paul.
Just coming back
from Europe and understanding another way of looking
at our situation.
And, everybody in that group
dealing with the aesthetic question of what is Black
art, what it could be, what the components would be.
it was a very serious time in terms of formulating
what those things were going to be about.
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This is my mistress, it's a great love of my
life.
See, I found out earlier, you know like, when I
told you I grew up with these guys all on the same
street, so after a while you know who you can run
faster, you know who you can fight best, you know.
Well, I couldn't steal, and I couldn't fix cars, and I
wasn't the best fighter, I was close to the best
runner, but you find out you know, like what your
strengths are and hopefully you develop what your
strengths are.
Now, I've seen people that don't and
they lead dreary lives.
And they may not know what's
going on, because they hate what they're about.
I do,
I think there's a renewed challenge, I think I have a
great deal of strength knowing some of, what I
perceive as some of the best painters in the country,
visual artists, who don't have that voice, and want to
put it in art form, you know, . . . But I support them
being there, if that's the way they want to go.
I
don't think that we've, I don't see ourselves as a
liberated people.
I don't see ourselves as people who
are trying to prove that we are as good as White
people.
I'm not part of that.

Paul

Goodnight
PG:
In art.
I think like most of us we always . . .
I don't think I really understood the magnitude of it
or the meaning of it until I got
. . .out of the
service.
I was in Vietnam, for a period of time.
I
had a speech impediment.
I had a major speech
impediment coming out of the service and one of the
only ways that I could communicate was by drawing and
that's exactly what I did.
I started to draw.
And it
in itself was a cure, not a purpose, but a cure, you
know, not a purpose for life, but a cure in itself,
because it, it gave me a platform in which to talk
from.
And eventually what had happened is that you
know, I kind of got my voice back, I started
pronouncing syllables.
Making sense to the rest of
the world, but I started to like, fundamentally like
what I was doing.
So that created a catalyst for
investigation.
I definitely said, "Hey man, maybe
this is what I might want to do."
I know I always
liked art, I mean I liked doing it.
Not the study of
it or anything else, but just liked drawing.
I was born in Chicago and I grew up in Boston and
Connecticut most of my life.
I think I always had an
unusual talent, you know, because when people would
ask to draw things, like on their jackets or you know,
cartoons or something like that, I gravitated to do
that.
Always, I used to draw like . . ..when you know
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that you have a talent for something that other people
don't you can, you can pretty much show off.
And I
used to like to draw during English class.
Always did
these little nudies in high school, and I could
remember, it's weird, I could remember doing any kind
of drawing and I would sell it for like 25 cents, for
lunch money, and I would do two people, it'd be 50
cents and you know, an orgy, you know that'd
definitely be a dollar because I mean I'm giving up
the whole English lesson for that.
And, I knew anyhow
I'm sure that these drawings were terrible, but they
served the purpose, I didn't have to bag lunches.
I
knew I could get some money if I drew these.
That's
why my English is bad today.
But it did, it did have
something that I could do and in high school, you
know, you always wanted to be able to do something
that sets you apart that makes you feel so that there
is some tough work there.
And actually this was one
of the things that I really enjoyed.
And I think
whenever I got in trouble it was like therapy for me,
I was either sent to my room or sent somewhere where
I'm isolated.
If I had a pencil and a pen or a pencil
and some paper, whatever that isolation, it didn't
seem so bad.
You're taking me, but give me a pen,
give me a pad of paper and I could go ahead and draw.
MC:
What did your friends think, besides the nudes,
of your talent, did they think it was worthwhile?
PG:
You know, ... it was a get over . . . you know,
I would draw a girl that I would like.
So I would
say, "Do you want to pose for me?"
I would draw her
face thinking this is this girl who likes me . . ..big
time.
I don't think they cared too much unless it had
something directly to do with them.
You know, if you
wanted something drawn on the back of your jacket.
You know, you called me.
If you wanted . . . that
kind of stuff, or you know, if you have drawing
classes and you'd say Paul draw . . . it was that kind
of trade off.
I don't remember the arts being real
significant in my life, only if it was functional or
if it was a get over.
MC:
Was art even offered at school,
pastime?

or was

it a

PG:
Yes.
Depending on how good the art teacher was,
or how serious the art teacher was about art in itself
or was he just offering this as a course, is how much
you got involved.
And I think there was one fellow, I
can't remember, Stackrose, I think that was his name,
he was a good art teacher, I mean he really talked
about the technical aspect of art, not so much the
history, you know, but just the tech, he was a
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technician, and it made it easier for you to
understand how to draw.
MC:

What was this neighborhood

in Connecticut like?

PG:
In Connecticut, basically I grew up in projects.
Most of my life.
My neighborhood was in the projects.
Although, I lived out in Lexington with my aunt for a
while.
I remember living in a house, when I was
living with my mother, I lived in a house, and then I
moved to my grandmothers and we lived in a project.
And then when I was up here with my aunt, I lived in a
house and then it was back and forth between projects.
Which was fine with me, because the projects was like
this kind of oasis of people.
You conformed or you
didn't conform.
There was this oasis of people, when
you're young, it seems like you had a larger family
than you normally would have had if you just lived
like, by yourself in a house.
There's always that
protective thing, and there's always street and, you
know, you got a thorough education there.
MC:

Did you feel

isolated

in Lexington?

PG:
I didn't or couldn't conform.
Lexington is more
like classical living.
It was a classical lifestyle.
There I had to learn to adjust to a whole different
lifestyle.
The way people lived, the way kids
interacted, and things like that.
Things that you
could and couldn't play with.
You kind of freewheeled
it in a project.
I mean you heard everything, you saw
everything, so it was different, totally different,
totally different.
But both of them were necessary
now that you look back on it.
For me to go ahead and
be at the step where I am now.
MC:
What did you learn from the two living
conditions?
PG:
The experience in the projects allowed you to
have a sense of what your life is about.
And that is
necessary.
So there's no shock values.
In the house
in Lexington and places like that, there's a
refinement, that, fine tuning and that kind of stuff.
Where you had to deal with the neighborhood and that
wasn't, wasn't just Black.
In fact, it was a White
neighborhood, which made it even more difficult for me
to adjust, but, but you did.
You learned how to
adjust.
Although I ran away, and so I just, I
couldn't take the school system, I couldn't take the
curriculum, I couldn't take any of that.
It was just
that I seen what my aunt was trying to do with me.
She was really wanting me to adjust and know that
there's another part aspect of life that you're going
190

to have to deal with, whether it's going to be in the
work force or in college or whatever it is.
And I
think for the most part I can appreciate that now.
MC:

What happens when you return

from Vietnam?

PG:
After my Vietnam trip, Lord.
Before I was in
Vietnam I was also in prisons for a while, so I spent
some time in jail.
And, the reason that I went to
Vietnam was because I got in trouble again and after I
got in trouble again, they offered me the option of
either going into the service or going back to jail
for a period of time, which I wasn't very comfortable
with.
So I said I'll take, I'll take the service
trip, they didn't say Vietnam.
Yeah, the
possibilities of you going to Vietnam is great.
But,
there is also a remote chance that you won't go.
But,
you know, I've been to jail, I don't need to go back
there no more, and I did that.
The Vietnam experience
was an experience within itself.
It's a life
experience within a period of fourteen months.
You
learn so much . . .
MC:

Search and destroy,

is that what you learn?

PG:
I was a combat engineer with the Airborne unit,
and also I worked with a signal unit.
But, for me it
was a true departure of anything that I was used to,
even the training aspect.
You could never foresee
what you were getting ready to get into.
And then,
like I say, it was a lifetime experience in a very
short period of time.
Either you were going to grow
up or you were just basically going to live off of
Vietnam for the rest of your life.
I think I was
nineteen or twenty.
I'm not real sure to tell you the
truth.
Within that range, twenty, twenty-one,
twenty-two, something like that.
And that experience
woke me up to how short life is and how precious it
is.
Or how insignificant it is and you had those two
balances, that you realized that the people that were
real close to you and dear would be gone in a minute
and you can too.
And, how you had to continue to keep
your focus to stay alive for as long, so even no
matter how close they were to you, if they're gone, to
dwell on that, only means that you were going to be
living in Vietnam for the rest of your life, however
long your life was.
And, you would lose your focus
more than likely.
You find yourself in a body bag
coming back too.
So that was the kind of experience
that I knew that I was going to be . . .1 would grow
up some aspects of life, the reality that when people
say something it was meant, when people did something
it was meant.
There was no court.
No judge, no jury,
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nothing.
There was no politics, there was no play.
It was a real sense of black and white.
MC:
We were talking about your Vietnam experience and
how despite the horrors of the war, it was very
upfront.
Was it very honest as far as relationships?
PG:
I think that I became aware of certain things
that I should have always paid attention to, but you
have to always grow up to, that kind of awareness. In
Vietnam you're forced to become aware.
That the more
alert you are, the possibility of staying alive was
improved.
You gain and you realize that you're only
going to be there with these guys for a year or less.
They're constantly coming and going out of your life.
So you do make real quick relationships, solid
relationships.
And you learn those, I guess you could
almost learn how to decipher, you know, the kind of
person that you want in your life and the kind of
person you don't want in your life, and you can say it
and be understood and you keep on moving on.
And, and
that's another one of the great qualities of being in
a situation that's extreme.
That you become a part of
extreme behavior, but within that extreme behavior
there is something that is blatantly honest with it.
It really works, because you get away from a lot of
this superficial shit that you see a lot of people
tolerate.
You don't have to tolerate it and you know,
and you shouldn't.
MC:
You said you went to prison and from prison you
went to Vietnam.
What happened to the art during this
time?
PG:

There was no art.

MC:
At one time you spoke of art as an escape.
took the place of the art as an escape?

What

PG:
I would never think of it as art.
I always
thought of it as a place to go.
I mean, you know, I
wasn't conscious of it.
I just liked drawing and that
was it.
You know, if somebody were to attach a label
to it, I would probably deny it.
Like oh man, you can
really draw good, you're a good artist.
No.
It's
something I like to do because I like to do art.
I
like to draw.
MC:
Was it that you had too many distractions at this
time in your life?
PG:
I don't think in the neighborhood you thought of
anybody being an artist.
So it was almost like a
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non-descript term.

I think if we knew more artists

.

MC:
Was it because art was this thing that these
European White people did?
PG:
The only artist I knew was Picasso, Rembrandt,
Leonardo DaVinci, that's because their name was either
bantered around in a song, the Temptations might have
had or something like that.
But you know, you thought
about it . . .or something you might have learned in
school or history lesson.
Because when we heard of
artist, you heard that in order to be good you had to
be like a foreign artist . . . so to grow up to star
was like . . . the term itself was something opposed
to that.
And our neighborhood just didn't spit out
artist.
It spit out athletes.
That really had some
stature in the neighborhood, some people you know,
like even pimps were highly decorative people.
Our
philosophers are, the musicians were people that you
could . . . things that were very popular in our
neighborhood were pretty much tangible.
You either
seen them on T.V., rarely. . . . And when I'm thinking
of it also, when I was in boarding school at one point
and when I was in reform school, there was one guy
who, I can't remember his name, it's very strange, but
he taught me about Handel, Bach, Beethoven, you know,
Mozart, the classics and he taught it in a way where
it became very very interesting.
So that you didn't
think of Handel as Handel, he always thought of Handel
as a composer and he would give you a lot of the dirt
on these guys, which made it more human, you know,
made it much more tangible.
But these were musicians,
because he was a musician.
That's about as close as I
came to classics.
In academia, you know writers and
those kind of people, again, there was a stretch,
although, you know, you've heard of James Baldwin, as
a person, not so much as a writer.
Politicians were
for the most part, people who were bucking the system.
Adam Clayton Powell was the only one who was within
the system.
But, he was almost like a renegade in the
system.
So all of this, this real, this whole aspect
of socialism, socialized life was a little foreign to
me.
I wanted girlfriends, you know, I wanted to steal
cars.
MC:
So when you came back from Vietnam,
it take you to pick up the art again?

how long did

PG:
Well like I said, it was a way of communicating.
It was very easy for me to go inside, not talk about
Vietnam and just go into some kind of hibernation and
just draw.
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MC:
This speech
through Vietnam?

impediment was a result of being

PG:
Yeah, and that was another thing, not only
talking about Vietnam, but not talking completely, you
know, because when I did speak it was something that
was very difficult to hear.
And for me it was very
embarrassing, because for as much as was going on in
my thought process, it just was not coming out of my
vocal chords.
So I said hey, if I drew, maybe that
would help cure whatever I had.
And if it didn't, at
least I feel comfortable.
MC:
Did someone suggest that to you?
something that you felt would work?

Or is this just

PG:
I didn't even think of it as working, it's just
drawing was as natural as running or walking.
Anytime
that I wanted to go . . . I'd draw.
Anytime I wanted
to withdraw I would draw.
So it would be very
relaxing for me to do that.
It didn't require any
thought and it did compose me to some degree.
Well,
it all kind of fit together.
And my brother, Carl,
also was trying to get me into art school because he
thought, you know, since I had the G.I. Bill, I might
as well do something with it.
I had a problem in high
school, in a lot of the public schools they kind of
pass you on and you know that's not odd.
It's just
the overcrowding.
So saying that I needed to becoming
literate was another real, real kind of embarrassing
statement.
So what he suggested with the G.I. Bill
that I should just go ahead and go into an art school
or something like that, since I liked art.
I don't
even know how to read or write that well.
So there is
this real clear.
He didn't know it, nobody knew it.
I could fake it.
So, going to school was totally
remote for me.
I didn't even think about going into
any kind of higher education.
Fortunately, going
through a therapist, learning how to speak and going
to school, they all kind of tied in.
Hey you're going
. . .maybe you can do something with your life.
Coming out of Vietnam, you didn't have no sense of
yourself.
You're out there, what are you going to do
now?
That's where I was, I just had no sense of
myself.
He gave me a direction and I just jumped on
it.
I said it's better than just sitting back.
MC:

Where did you go?

PG:
I went to Vesper George, which was an art school,
so it didn't require a lot of academia, but it did
require thought and I could fudge it to a degree, but
you still had to write, you know you still had lessons
to learn.
I came out of that and went to Roxbury
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Community College, no I went to U Mass, for a period
just for academia, to learn how to be in the right
mood for that kind of stuff.
Then I went to Roxbury
Community College where it was concentrated.
Actually
it was harder than U Mass.
You can get into these
things because of Vietnam, but you had to really work.
MC:
Did you feel at this time that you had to take
responsibility for your education?
PG:
They weren’t handing you anything.
There was a
handicapped woman who had polio who was a teacher.
And she was the best teacher I ever had.
Barbara. .
. . We were talking about, you know . . . everybody
could see my handicap so that's no problem, but I
could see yours, you got a problem.
She basically was
teaching me how to read.
First things that I liked to
read, then things that I didn't like to read, but
needed to understand.
And, the way she taught, I mean
we really created a bond for each other.
Actually I
think we almost ... to the degree that we were
support systems for each other.
I saw her polio, but
I also saw how much I was gaining from her and my love
that I gained from her became a dependency to a degree
and the dismissal of her having polio and me playing
with her and carrying on, playing and being very light
with her made a different kind of relationships and I
would then learn more, because you like the person and
the person likes you.
And you didn't feel embarrassed
by what you didn't know and so the academia started to
become very very easy for me.
Only because I had the
right kind of teacher.
And that was that.
So I went
then to Mass. College of Art.
I got into Mass.
College of Art.
I created a family.
There was a
family at Mass. College of Art.
A small group of
Black artists.
It became bigger and bigger and we
went out and recruited more and more in the '60s,
'70s, you know, where all the schools and all Black
folks were doing this rally around ourselves.
And
that if we're going to get in school, we want our own
Black schools, because you know, it was that time and
it was that kind of time, so we were really cohesive,
you know, we were putting it together . . .
MC:

What did your artwork look like at this time?

PG:

Red,

MC:

Abstract?

Green,

Black?

No, I liked drawing people because people could
PG:
identify the image that I was drawing and I could too.
I think that's what really made it work for me.
I
liked to be able to duplicate what I saw.
It seemed
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like there was a skill there.
So, I wasn't into the
emotions or anything else that, you know, other forms
of art had.
I was into simply identifying,
duplicating what I identified and try to emote within
that framework by either light color, dark, whatever
it is.
MC:

What were the subjects?

PG:
Back then they were probably protest paintings.
More than likely, I can remember that, I think
everybody was doing protest paintings, blue, black and
green, the glasses, Huey.P. Newton in a chair.
For me
I tried to stay away from Vietnam subject matter and
stick to pretty much what everybody else was doing,
because it was important that our political agenda be
a household word in art form, as everybody else was
doing.
It was Mohammed Ali was not going to Vietnam
he was going to be imprisoned, you had H. Rap Brown,
you had James Brown who was Black and proud.
So I
mean, everybody seemed to take on this idea of this
Black and proud concept, so the artist feels as though
he had to have a platform also.
MC:
Was
work?

it an obligation or a desire you

felt to

PG:
I'm not sure.
I think at that time I felt I was
separating from the consciousness of being a Vietnam
Vet All-American.
I was understanding more about what
it is to be a Black person.
This barrage of
organizations of Core, Black Panthers, on and on and
on.
I mean it was the . . . even the movies, all
these Black exploitation films with Jim Brown and Fred
Williamson and all of these guys.
I mean it was the
wave that kept flowing and flowing and flowing, so you
had to be a part of that wave or you'd be out,
whatever is going on now, is a different kind of wave,
a different kind of movement.
Not as blatant, we were
very blatant in that time, marches, celebrations, the
colors, the naming of your children.
You know,
everybody had an "A" on the end of their name at that
particular time.
Malica, Garciga . . . so we were
changing attitudes and changing our lives, so if you
didn't get involved in it then, you had to be sitting
under a rock.
Even if you didn't want to you were.
You were either on one side or the other of this
fence.
MC:
Could someone's work look different from yours
and still feel involved in what was happening?
PG:
You could,
impressionable.

but I wasn't there.
I was still
I mean I could have been different
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in

my work because I was doing things that were
protesting, then I was doing some other things that
you know, like I was in love with Roberta Flack at the
time, so I was doing some Roberta Flack painting.
So
even Roberta Flack at the time had this big huge Afro
she had a monstrous Afro that fell all over her head.
I was in a nest of students, which we called
ourselves, B.A.U., Black Artists Union, in a school
that virtually was White before, I think, '66, '67.
Then you had this onslaught of Black people that were
coming in there demanding our own quarters, demanding
our own place, demanding that we get so much money for
. . . and you know, it wasn't unusual because all the
schools were doing it.
So, I just fell in line.
I
just thought it was a lot of fun.
I was happy as a
mosquito in a nudist colony.
MC:
So, the
different.

'70s end and America

is pretty damn

PG:
Well, I was in school when I got my first art
job.
Which was a biggie for me.
I did an album cover
for Cool and the Gang.
Cool and the Gang was a hot
group at that time and my sister was engaged to one of
the people of Cool and the Gang, so she kind of
orchestrated this, this merger.
My brother can do
your album cover and it'll sell.
And you know I was
kind of aggressive and ambitious, and yeah man, this
stuff I've been doing before.
And it happened, the
merger happened.
I could have an incredible amount of
money and it shocked the hell out of me.
I thought
that $100 or $200 is an enormous amount of money for a
piece of art.
And they were negotiating like a couple
of thousand, I said wow, the perspective changed.
MC:

Beats selling nudes

for lunch money.

PG:
In a minute.
And I said damn, man, you make this
kind of money, "Why I thought this was normal out in
the field, but I'm going to be making like thousands
of dollars all the time just for my work."
It was a
rude awakening, but it was alright, it was alright.
I'm glad that happened, I'm glad that they gave me the
opportunity and I'm glad that my bubble got bust real
quick.
And I reached back and I said hey you've got
to work, you've really got to work and you've really
got to understand what it is about the marketing or
art and all that other kind of stuff, that takes you
into a whole different perspective.
So that's where I
was.
And then knowing truly about the consciousness,
the real consciousness to back up, historical,
cultural, religious, the whole thing.
Never having
that really firm, the only thing I had was this
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political band wagon that we used, in my case, that I
used, because it was real firm ground at the time.
MC:
Where were you looking to get your artwork shown
at this time?
PG:
We demanded where we were going to get our work
shown.
Without even looking, we were saying, MHey,
we're going to show at such and such college.'
And we
were saying, "All right."
We'd go over to the gallery
and say, "You all have any Black shows here?"
"No."
"Why not?"
MC:
Would you go to mainstream galleries on Newbury
Street?
PG:
Newbury Street people were not our interest.
We
were interested in showing on campus.
We was the
rallying call visually, so we wanted to show where
people would see us.
Newbury Street was like, you
know, that was like a foreign entity to us.
We knew
we wasn't going to get the kind of people that we
wanted to show our work.
And it wasn't so much about
selling, which Newberry Street has that kind of air,
it was about demonstrating what we were showing and
being able to use as much rhetoric as we could
possibly use in order, some of the brothers were very,
very sincere.
At the time it was what they really
believed in.
For me, it was a sincerity, but there's
also rhetoric, you know I'm still trying to find
myself after Vietnam, so I'm not clear on where I
stand, or who I am, in that kind of stuff.
This is
onslaught stuff, and I'm being a part of it.
And I'm
being whisked away in it, and when it's, and it's time
to fight I'm ready to move.
But I don't know what I'm
fighting for, you know.
I had to go to some of the
topographical centers and to understand a little bit
more about what the organizations that promote racism
is all about.
They understand that racism is an
institution.
Very much institutionalized.
I didn't
understand that kind of stuff.
When you say racism is
institutionalized,
. . . like segregated and put in
an institution and then you know, you can go to school
for the racism.
It didn't dawn on me to take this,
like you know, it started out where all the major,
major, major 500 clubs were designed like that.
My
clear knowledge of what I was about and rhetorical
knowledge, I was more generically involved in the
bringing up of the consciousness and from that point
to really dealing with it, I really started to
understand when I met people like the AAMARP people,
Dana Chandler, dealing in the NCA, there was real
education going on, Art then took on purpose.
It
really had values and principals.
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MC:

You're talking late

'60s,

early

'70s?

PG:
I'm talking about, the first time I went to the
NCA was 1975 and I saw piles of artists all over the
place, you know, from across the country.
And they
all [had] this same kind of message and it made you
quiet.
It made you want to be quiet, because what
you're about is not you, you know, it's a legacy of
people that are before you saying pretty much the same
thing, and the history and the culture and some of the
spirit that goes into all of this stuff, was changing
my purpose for drawing and painting.
It wasn't my
portrait, it wasn't my foolishness.
These guys were
real serious.
I played with it, I used it as a
vehicle I used it, you know, manipulate.
My whole
existence around art.
These people were really
involved in it.
This was something that was real to
me.
Whoa, I had to find out, kind of almost fall in
line, to get, you know, there's something more about
this than what I thought art was, you know, I thought
it was a game.
To tell you the truth, even when I got out of
college, I said now what am I going to do?
I said I
ain't going to be no artist, I, what really am I going
to do in life, I said I could hustle, I could start to
sell herbs and all that kind of stuff, you know, but
what kind of real occupation am I going to be?
These
people started to design, define and actually live an
existence of what they are.
They wasn't ashamed of
being an artist.
In fact, there was a real purity
about it and there was a way that they had in talking
about it. Romare Bearden, . . . all of these, you
know, Elizabeth Catlett, Lois Mailou Jones, these
people, who were pretty much pioneers of the decade in
art, were all about some seriousness about this format
that they were using, this vehicle.
And they seen
themselves as a conduit of passing on our legacy, John
Biggars, a perfect example of passing on our legacy
through art.
And how important that was.
There was
one person that kept saying that if you really want a
drug abuse program, this is one.
This is a great
substance-abuse program, because basically wht they
were saying is this is substance.
This is a program
that will allow you to deal with this substance of
yourself.
And you don't need to, no artificial form
to keep you comatose if you really have some
substance.
You know, that kind of wakes you up.
It
kind of knocks you into another place.
You find
yourself really wanting to listen to what's going on.
And that's what these folks were talking about.
They
were talking about some real . . ..and when you hear
substance-abuse you are only related to drugs and
stuff like that.
And substance-abuse programs, you
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relate it to people trying to get off of drugs.
But
not replacing it with something that really is
formulating your values and your principles and
curving your thoughts, making you stand up straight
and all of that good stuff.
And that, I have only a
part to play in that, so you know, it's not about me
anymore, it's not about my ego or anything else, it's
about playing the part in that particular role.
You
know, and how are you going to get educated?
That’s
what made this thing now take on a different
reverence.
MC:
Would you say that period defined you as an
artist?
PG:

Yes.

MC:

The artist that you are today?

PG:
When I was out.
That period of time, I would so
look forward to going to an NCA conference and that I
couldn't wait for the year to pass, because it came
only once every year.
To get up enough money, I
didn't care what it cost, whatever it was, I wanted to
go there because I kept wanting to . . .it was like it
was like sharpening, like sharpening that tool.
It
was like that's what it felt like.
I was going there
to continue to sharpen that tool, that handiwork.
And
to get all the information.
To snuggle up with one of
those brain kind of people that really had their stuff
together, and just sit up under them and just listen,
and listen, and listen to them define the values that
you're supposed to be putting out there.
Real school
started there.
That's where education I felt like
that really had its base, it had its root.
Technically I learned a lot in Mass. College of Art.
I learned a lot about history of art in terms of the
classics and you know, different periods and that kind
of stuff, but not about you know, like art, where it
came up through the kind of Biggars' experience and
how he equated art to symbols in lifestyles and how
art was incorporated in people's lives and it wasn't a
separate entity of life.
And all of this kind of
stuff just kind of bloomed in your head and you said,
Jesus Christ man!
And you know, you walk away and you
try to talk like these cats.
They have so much
ingested in you, you try to carry on their whole
persona.
But, more so than that, your paintings were
starting to reflect what they were saying, you know,
and it made me very curious about wanting to travel to
places like Brazil and . . . and throughout the
Caribbean and Africa and all of these places where you
already had an almost fixed image about it.
The
broadening of these people came back to me, to people
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who were in the audience, about Africa and some of the
things that went on in Africa.
About Haiti,
throughout the Caribbean, Central America, Nicaragua,
and Black folks there, Japan, China, Russia, throuhout
Brazil.
All of that history that I would start to
uncover, just by being there.
MC:

So,

did you travel?

PG:
Without a doubt.
Without a doubt, all of these
places.
I had to.
I mean, if you didn't . . . I'm a
curious man by nature, and I think I'm led
spiritually, I don't mean spiritually in this kind of
hocus, but spiritual people have a mystery, a kind of
creative mystery about them and an insight that really
stirs me up and turns me on.
And that's where I kind
of find myself gravitating to.
I can be one, but to
get more knowledge and stuff like that, and to be able
to put it out in visuals and in a visual form.
So
that's where, that's where I was about.
MC:
Let's talk about how you ended up at the Piano
Craft Guild.
How long have you been here?
PG:
Since conception,
about nineteen years.
At the
time that I came, I came here with another woman.
And
I was a student and they were just trying to fill this
place up, so it was almost like first come, first
serve basis at that time.
And they were taking people
as
they came and that's how I got in here.
Tia got
in here first, she brought me in as a roommate, she
moved out maybe about two or three months later and
it's been mine ever since.
She went to Washington.
MC:
Can you explain about the publishing that you are
doing now?
PG:
We're doing publishing and distribution of prints
and it's really great; we send them out mail order.
Four people are employed and it's been for the last
six, seven years a means of income for most of the
people that work there.
And it's also a means of
income for me by way of selling out, so I would get
commissioned work, but I don't get an income from the
job. I used to get an income from the pieces that were
sold, and where they were sold and they were getting
publicity, recognition and that kind of stuff.
I'm
selling to gift shops, stores, small galleries,
universities, any place that takes decorative items.
Our next venture is going to be scarves, original
scarves that have our art work on them.
People can
use them, you can wear them around the hips, or coats,
skirts, dresses, heads, bathing suits, you can put
them on coffee tables, you know, there is just a multi
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use for scarves.
at the MFA (gift
nice artwork.
MC:
Have you
venture?

And I think we were looking at those
shop)
. . . scarves with some real

changed you

artwork

for this

commercial

PG:
I don't want to compromise in order to sell.
If
it did sell it's not because I compromised, it's
because they liked the imagery. I think my imagery is
not too controversial, it never really has been.
I
try to do the beauty of most places and people that
I've seen.
I did political art work always, I think
anytime a Black person does art work, there's some
politics involved.
But, you know, I don't see why I
should compromise just to make a dollar.
Then I'm not
doing art work, I'm just doing commercial.
I'd like
to keep it that I'm still an artist.
MC:
I would like to step back and discuss
in the city in the '70s.

your

life

PG: I mean kids grew up in the street in the city,
they know what pimps are, they know what prostitutes
are.
And the one little girl was real sharp and she
said "Yeah, but what if that was your mother?"
And
then just like a light went on, like a beacon of truth
went on, I said, "Wow, yeah, how sensitive that child
was to be that kind of observant."
So I just turned
it around and said, "If I wasn't your daughter, would
you still love me?"
And it talked about . . . as a
matter of fact there was one prostitute that did a
poem on it.
And this is the poem.
I don't have the
painting, the painting is. . . . It's so ironic,
because I used to have models.
Prostitutes used to be
my models and they would come up here when it got too
cold and I would draw them and then they'd go back on
the street.
But one of the prostitutes wrote this
poem after the painting and it goes like this.
You
got the time?
MC:

Absolutely!

PG:
"These are the visions we often do see.
If I
wasn't your daughter would you still love me.
Pretty
painful picture, Pretty painful picture, pregnant
child raped then denied.
If I wasn't your daughter,
would you still have pride.
My liable, denounced,
deformed, disarranged, if I wasn't your daughter would
you still watch the needle hang from my vein.
Measuring my pulse, confusing my mind from you I came.
Through you pushed me behind.
Watch me sell my body,
innocently remain in shame.
Watch me sit in the
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gutter as the alcohol flowed through my brain.
Well,
if I was your daughter could you still carry ray name."
And it was a prostitute relating to the painting,
relating to me, what I related to her.
And, these are
the kinds of things that when we think of prostitutes
we don't think of them as human beings, we think of
them as working entities for somebody else's pleasure.
This girl was raped, you know, and she came out with
this kind of stuff and said, "Whenever you show this
picture, hang this poem with it.
And, you know, if
they don't get it, just explain it to them."
So it
was that kind of thing.
You know, you were making
connections.
MC:

This was

a young woman?

PG:
YOs.
So, I mean that is when you recognize that
your painting made a difference.
Not in a huge way,
but in a small way to say that you're concerned about
the killings that are going on in your neighborhood,
no matter who it is.
You're concerned about the fact
that death is considered a poor person's gain.
Or in
a poor neighborhood.
Or in . . . life is very, very
cheap.
And it's not, you know, because everybody
suffers.
Somebody suffers when people die recklessly.
MC:

Who would you

say your audience

is?

PG:
I like to think the world is it.
Because I
as though I'm still part of that world, and vice
versa.

feel
a

MC:

Do you

for

your

race?

see yourself

as

being

a

spokesperson

PG:
No.
No, I don't.
I don't put kind of quotations
on who I am because I don't really, as I said, I see
myself as a kid.
Sometimes you see yourself as you
grew up.
When you ran in the streets, you know that's
how you see it, now I just see myself just a little
more focused, but I still see that person that was a
part of the streets that was part of the people that
are out there.
So to be a spokesperson, a
spokesmodel, I think other people put that on you, I
don't put that on myself.
It's too heavy.
Plus I
made too many mistakes and I can't carry that kind of
weight.
MC:
What do you think when you see other
African-American artists, that are working primarily
in a kind of European Modernist tradition?
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PG:
I, well I learned fast when I developed.
I
learned from the classical as a lot of us did, I think
what happens is that if you really are an artist,
you're going to explore, and explore who you are and
what you've done.
I never set myself up as a critic,
because I don't know truly what I'm criticizing while
I'm working at the same time.
I have a very
collective like for different kinds of art.
And I
never like to think of us as being so put in a
category that we can't get out of it.
The world is
ours and we're the world.
So, we paint what we want
to paint.
Those who choose to paint more about the
history and their culture, I applaud them, because
that's where I am.
But those who choose to make . . .
choose another avenue, that's alright with me also.
I
know the training that they came through, and however
they choose to use their training, they're still going
to be looked at as a Black person, as a Black model,
whether they . . . whatever that field is, wherever
they fall into . . .to, whatever that position is . .
. as long as they sell, and understand who they are,
that's alright . . .
MC:
Do you think it's possible to even separate one's
experiences, even if you're working in a
non-representational way? Could you separate those
experiences you shared with me, the Vietnam experience
for example?
PG:
I couldn't.
Personally I couldn't.
I do
representational things because I want to relate to my
audience and to me.
But I also get lost in technique
and emotions and everything else.
I love that kind of
stuff.
I don't know if I'm answering the question or
not, but when I hear people say, "Well, you have to do
Black art work," I think that that's kind of a
censorship that is imposed from the outside.
And most
artists they're really working by getting most of
their information on the inside . . . they get it from
the outside but it goes in and then it's distributed
out.
That is the only way that I can paint or draw or
express myself, if I'm trying to be true to myself.
Really honest with myself.
I don't have very many
avenues where I can feel completely unparanoid.
You
know, unparanoid, if that's a word, that's where it
is.
When I paint and express myself, I have a
freedom, whatever comes out I feel I can, I feel
completely at ease.
I don't feel that I am destroying
anything, I don't feel like I'm. . . . Even if it's
something that appears destructive, I'm free enough to
paint it and to talk about it . . . whatever audience
wants to talk to me about.
I don't have any problems
with it, as long as I feel that freedom. . . . Ask me
if I paint for something else, or do I offer my
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paintings for public, not at all, I don't like to do
that kind of thing, and I like to be true to myself.
To be completely honest, because I'm not an honest
person, you know, but I know I am when I'm painting.
And I know that there is a certain honesty and a
certain strength in honesty that comes out when I'm
painting or when I talk about it.
I didn't grow up in
honesty, I grew up being dishonest and that kind of
thing.
So here's my search, my quest is always to
deal with. ... I find myself always mixed and
mingled among spiritual people because I like what
comes out of it and I can put that in me and that's
where your strength is.
That's really where the
strength in trying to elevate yourself to wherever you
want to go.
MC:
Are you
scene?

interested

in the

commercial

gallery

PG:
I used to be.
I wanted to be . . . see, once you
keep drawing . . . you reach a point . . . and that
isn't really where it's at.
If it happens, I won't
turn it down.
But if it doesn't happen, I won't
regret it.
I paint because that's what I'm supposed
to do and the more I do it, the more information comes
to me.
And then people know what I'm talking about or
know more about what I'm talking about.
And my
audience isn't concentrated into a gallery or a museum
. . . like relegated to something like a small group
of people.
It's got to be bigger than that, I mean
when people were painting in the olden days their work
didn't seem like it was just, you know, it was for the
few venturers who wanted to go into an enclosed area
that, you know, a gallery.
I don't want to think of
myself as just sort of this sophisticated kind of
artist.
I want to say, "Hey, my work is about the
everyday person, why shouldn't the everyday person get
a

chance to enjoy

it?"

MC:
What about also the fact that the commercial
galleries and even a lot of what I call the
establishment art institutions want to label
everything?
PG:
I just don't think that way, I don't think of all
of the kind of boxes that people try to put you in.
And then find yourself neatly in this box and then
people are very satisfied with knowing what you are,
what you're doing.
It's that creativity has never,
never been tarnished.
It's never been in a cubicle.
It's always, always been able to expand, and I don't
know, I mean, and when I've talked to certain people
and they said, "Well, are you a cubist or are you an
impressionist or are you a realist?"
I mean, I'm a
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painter.
I like to paint things that make
me.
You can describe me anyway you want.
what I am and that's really what I'm happy
you need to find a label for me, go ahead.

sense to
But I know
about.
If

MC:
I've talked to a lot of African-American artists
about this, about the old February exhibitions, Black
History month exhibitions.
What's your feeling on
that?
PG:
It's a kind of you're glad you got it and at the
same time you're wondering why. . . . It's like
Woman's Day or anything like that, you wish there
didn't have to be a time to designate for you.
Seeing
how you got here . . . you're here and you're doing
exactly what you're supposed to do.
When you
specialize like that or separated like that, it means
almost like you're not a part like everyone else and
so we'll specialize you and, although you are good, or
this is great, or something like that, it's . . .
you're still not part of the mainstream.
I think it's
important that we educate and it's more important that
we only don't think of ourselves as gearing up for a
month to educate.
Again, it's sort of like putting
yourself in a box and then after February is over, the
education stops.
That's crazy.
Education is
ultimately the only thing we can hold onto and pass on
that's going to make all of us start to recognize that
we are here in this world.
MC:

You

see

it

as

kind

of

a

necessary

evil?

PG:
Yes, I think it is as important as anything else
that has growth, yes, fine, okay, it's still a seed.
If the seed will stay underground, the flower will
bear fruit, but the seed is just really nourished and
that kind of stuff.
So we're hoping that Black
History Month is stronger than February, in terms of
education, because we really, not only Black people
need education about Black people's contributions,
and anybody who's made a contribution . . . Mexicans
or anybody else, their contributions are valid.
MC:

You went to

this

last N.C.A.

conference

in New

York?
PG:
I'm still involved because I think that there was
. . . like I said, I got a heck of an education.
I
gained some roots.
I think what the N.C.A. is doing
is valid from an educational perspective, a culture
perspective, a spiritual perspective.
Financially I
think they

still

have

a

long way to
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go

in terms

of

understanding, how to keep an organization together
and how to organize it, they still have some problems.
MC:
What are some of the issues that have led to
either some conflict or some lively discussion among
the participants at those conferences?
What are the
issues that are at the forefront as far as concerns
for the members of the N.C.A.?
PG:
I think the N.C.A. is an organization that has to
recognize that it needs to incorporate its youth.
It
needs to educate its youth, which means that it needs
to be a real strong unit, or a committee that puts an
accent on that.
The N.C.A. cannot exist if it doesn't
honor its elders and improve its youth.
Otherwise it
stays stagnant, there's . . . the youth will always
push idea.
The elders will always remind you why
you're there.
And I think what happens is that
stagnation. . . . That the N.C.A. is an institute
within itself.
And it keeps saying the same thing to
the same body of people.
When I got there, there was
a strong emphasis on promoting activity to young
people.
That's what I found so interesting about this
thing, because you want to know why you're doing what
you're doing as an artist.
You don't, you know . . .
you want to put some teeth to it.
For me that is the
biggest problem that I see the N.C.A. having, other
than it being a valid organization with organizational
skills, strong organizational skills.
Personally,
that's where I am.
And that's why, two years ago, I
volunteered to work with recruiting young people from
colleges and high school to the N.C.A. in setting up
programs for them.
Also, that they, the young people,
questionnaires were some of the oldest members of the
N.C.A. that show up, there would be a real connection
between one and the other.
And, these questions would
give them credit in their colleges.
They would get
credit from the questions from the colleges so they
would have to write a paper.
And they would talk to
people like Lois Mailou Jones, David Driscoll and
those kinds of people, because they've been out there.
And it also makes them connect with these people.
MC:
You had said earlier that the N.A.C. started
more of an educational entity and was that an
important component in your mind?

as

PG:
Yeah, I think the whole reason that the N.C.A.
was developed was to push the educational component of
art from a culture perspective . . . from a spiritual
perspective, historical and religious.
Spiritual,
religious, religious being the format.
Spiritual
being the higher power.
Which you know, when I first
heard that, I didn't realize that it had so many
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properties.
You know, I just didn't realize how
expansive it really was.
Doing your art as you lived
it and those people before you lived it and that kind
of stuff.
Reflecting on your environment and the
people who live in it.
And those people who lived on
it before and how they kept the history through art.
Music, dance, reading, the drum, poetry, on and on and
on.
So, you became more aware of the validity of what
you were doing.
Before you knew, it became very
self-centered, you were the energy, now you're
realizing that you are only part of the energy and
that energy has to still flow into you from somewhere.
And then you have to get rid of it because it's not
yours anyway.
So you realize that you are now one of
the spokes in the link or one of the spokes in the
whole wheel.
And you realize that you are not as
important as you think you are, because I think
artists are very idealistic anyway.
It's the way they
think and they talk and that kind of thing.
As if
they were changing the world by what they do.
MC:
Did you
teachers?
PG:
Yeah.
Catlett.
MC:

see your colleagues

People

like

Biggars,

in the N.C.A.

Bing

Davis,

as your

Elizabeth

What did these people mean to you?

PG:
Those are the kind of people that showed you that
there was truly a love for what they do.
For those
reasons that I just talked about.
Regardless if they
were getting attention for it, or getting a lot of
money for it or if they were becoming famous for it,
that wasn't important.
It was the contributor, but it
wasn't what they were in there for.
They were in
there for pure love of what they did.
They were major
communicators.
And when I used to think artist were
always the silent type that had this kind of talent
that would exude from them and then everybody would
understand, these people would say, "You've got to be
able to talk, because there are people who want to
know what you're doing and you have to expect that
simply what we're doing right now.
You've got to be
able to talk, but when you talk and you open up your
mouth, learn to know what you're talking about.
And
learn to talk about what you don't know."
It made a
lot of sense.
You're not the biggest philosopher, you
live in your world and you keep learning and learning
and learning.
And you're expanding all the time
because I think this vehicle has been able to allow me
to travel.
MC:

Your art being the vehicle?
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PG:
Yes, it's allowed me to travel and it's allowed
me to talk to people, like Biggars, like people who I
consider spokespeople for the arts and culture.
By
simply practicing what I do.
I never ... I think
normally I would be too embarrassed to talk to people
because it would be a small intimidation.
Talking to
well-known people.
People who exhibited some wisdom,
exhibited some . . .that persona of whatever the
public thinks of them.
However, they're seen, I would
see that first, not realizing that these people . . .
have a lot to give if you just trade information, or
just talk to them.
Because normally I wouldn't have
done this, but because I think I have a property, it
also allows me to get inside, it becomes easier for me
to talk to them.
MC:
They saw that
teach you.

as

their

role to

talk to you

and to

PG:
Like that old Chinese proverb, the teacher finds
the student, not the student finds a teacher.
So if
you're working at what you do, if you do it
diligently, if you do it right, the teacher will
notice it and they will pass on what they do to you
because they know then you'll have to pass it on and
it continues to grow, continues to broaden, continues
to blossom.
MC:

So you've

inherited

a

legacy.

PG:
way.

I'm inheriting one.
I'm trying to get in the
If that happens then I feel pretty good.

MC:
that

Do you
legacy

see yourself kind
or that knowledge

of beginning to pass
on to others?

PG:
Sometimes I don't see it at all.
Like we're
talking now.
I don't know really what I'm saying that
makes any sense to somebody else who might hear it.
But this is how I live, you know, and I'm trying to be
as honest as I possibly can.
And as open as I
possibly can, so somebody will tell me, "You know you
said something, you know, right in the brink of when I
needed to hear it, and I used it, I applied it and I
went on.
And that's the same, you know, that same
thing that I passed on to you was passed on to me and
it was right when I needed to hear it, or right when I
could hear it."
You know, they may be saying the same
thing over and over and over to you, but all of a
sudden at one point when you really are looking for
the right statement, in order just to form order in
your life, to create balance, you know, that kind of
stuff, there's the guardian, there's always that
guardian that comes in and steps in and he intercedes
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and is there for you.
If you are open enough to pick
it up, then you just . . .it's just another step.
There's a lot of obstacles, but it's just another
step.
And you start eliminating, you start to learn
that you can eliminate what you really don't need.
MC:
Do you consider yourself as being politically
involved?
I know you're involved in a lot of
different groups, like you have a meeting later on
tonight.
These art oriented organizations.
Can you
tell me a little bit more about your involvement?
PG:
I would hate to think that I'm politically
involved because, it sounds so cliche that I almost
hate to say it, you know, because you're Black,
because the energy that is in this world is always in
some way political.
When I paint representational
things it has to represent something.
And I do get
politically involved.
Almost by the backdoor things
happen, when you find yourself going down to Nicaraqua
and you don't realize the magnitude of politics that
you are involved in just by making that move and then
coming back here and talking about it publically, that
some of the things that people heard happen in
Nicaraqua was not true.
You're talking about it
because now you have an experience, a life experience.
You know, this isn't true.
You realize the politics
is just coming out of you.
It's not . . .I'm not so
consciously political, I'm just political by my color,
my stance, by what I think is enlightening and by the
fact that I'm simply doing representational work.
If
you're doing representational work that has focus and
has meaning, it's going to take on some politics, some
political

aspects.

MC:

What

if you weren't doing

PG:

I

don't know.

Would

I

representational

work?

be political?

MC:
Do you know anyone who is not doing
representational work that you would consider
political?
PG:
I think even Sam Gillian has to have something to
do with politics of his life.
It may not reflect so
much in his work, but I'm sure it reflects in his
life.
He would be a good example.
I'm sure that
anybody who has to put themselves in the foreground by
virture of what they do and happens to go against the
structure of this country, he is involved politically,
whether they want to be or not.
It's just ... it
just is.
We are in a country where you are allowed to
express yourself, and even though you may not like
some of the things that happen in this country, one of
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the things I
expression.

do

like

MC:
Let's change the
living in Nicaragua.

is

that you have

subject

the

freedom of

and talk about your

PG:
I was supportive in Nicaragua of the Sandinistas.
I was living in ... I don't want to say shacks, but
it was, you know, a pinch above a shack and one of the
houses in which the Sandinistas lived, and where one
of the sons were killed, and I was staying in his bunk
and they accepted me as a son.
You know, I was there
for three months for an extended period of time, so
you really got a chance to know the politics.
You saw
the death.
A couple of the telephone girls that we
would see everyday, three days later, we watched come
back and they were riddled with bullets, you know, and
we went to their funerals, because all their funerals
are open casket, so you would see destruction of the
war, which makes your principles and your values that
much more intact in order to keep on with the
struggle.
It was, you know, so you have a whole
'nother dynamics going on, and you're saying how can I
contribute without being in the way and I figured
since I had art as a vehicle that I would do a huge
mural, and that's what I did.
I did a mural on the
combating groups . . . the female combating groups in
Nicaragua.
You know, the strength that they exude, in
fighting for what they believed in.
It was
incredible.
I did one . . . the organization's called
M.L.A.I.
I don't know what each symbol means, but
that was the name of it.
I would go to their meetings
. . . the woman that I stayed with, whom I called my
mother, was one of the developers of the organization,
so she was very strong, and she did all her domestic
chores and then she would teach her children how to
dismantle and put together AK47s, guns, and Mis and
that kind of stuff and take them out to shooting
ranges.
She would do visuals at night.
She would
walk and guard her pueblo area, the neighborhood, at
night.
She'd get up and cook in the morning, she'd go
out and get the food and she would also teach the kids
how to read and write, I mean, she had a completely
full day.
This woman was no older than me, but she
looked a lot older because of the wear and tear, it
justgot to her.
She had six kids.
All of her kids .
. . most of her kids, except the child, were all
involved in the war in some way.
They were doing a
lot of underground work, you know, passing out
leaflets and all this other kind of stuff and you just
realized the magnitude of work that this woman did
plus she had a husband that she had to deal with . . .
who had been shot and he became a cobbler, so he's
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making shoes and
had to take care
MC:

He was

no

all this
of him.

longer able

other kind

to

of

stuff,

and

she

fight?

PG:
He was no longer able to fight in the war.
And
so, to make a living . . . but I mean, you seen the
extraordinary efforts that this lady put out.
And I
was just so. . . . And then she would go to all of
these meetings, you know, and I just, I just realized
that damn, this woman was incredible.
I mean just the
effort to . . . and then they would have to keep on
with what we would comfortably call men's roles.
You
know, the digging of the ditches and all of these
other concepts, filling sandbags, just safeguarding
the area and then you're talking about all the sewing,
the cooking, the laundry, which they would go down to
the stream and do all the laundry, mine too, because I
was part of the family, and they would bring it back.
. . . You say how does a woman find this much to do in
a day and get it all done, and then go to the meetings
and become a participant in the development of not
only their neighborhood, but their city?
Because most
of the guys are out in the fields fighting.
It's
remarkable.
And how could she take the time to take
me in and try and teach me Spanish.
You know, what
time she had, she would take . . . when I would walk
visuals with her, she would try and ... at that time
. . . to translate ... to teach me Spanish as much
as I possibly could learn.
MC:

What did

she think of

the mural?

PG:
The mural was ... I thought these women were
extraordinary.
There was another woman, I can't
remember ... I think her name was Marie she did all
kinds of things.
She lost her eye, she lost her
husband, she lost two of her sons, she organized the
prostitutes to deal with the writing and handing out
of leaflets and that kind of stuff, she did all kinds
of things and I just thought that this woman had to be
in this mural.
I mean, because she was like a
personification of what fighting for a cause, purpose,
principle, value, was all about.
And they said, when
I showed them the cartoon, because it was in the place
that they had . . . the building that they had, showed
them the cartoon of the piece that I was going to do.
They said, "This is a great piece, but you have to
take her out."
I said, "Do you know what's she done?"
. . . like they don't, right?
Of course they know
what's she done.
I said, "She's just about given up
everything for this cause."
I said, "You can't take
her out." They said, "You have to take her out."
And
I couldn't understand it so I went back and I asked my
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mother, I said, "I don't understand, you know, a woman
that's worked so hard for the cause and everything
that you wouldn't want to . . . you wouldn't want to
put her up there."
She said because, "believe it or
not" . . . how did she put it . . . "believe it or
not, we're not glorified people, glorify our
principles and our values.
You see, if that person
ever changed because she's union, and we have her face
up there, she may have followers, and it would destroy
the principles for which we are fighting for.
We
can't afford that.
If she dies with those principles,
then we'll paint her,
'cause it reinforces what we're
fighting for.
This is not like America."
I go, whoa,
lesson well learned.
She said, "We don't have icons
like Michael Jackson, or James Brown and names like
that, a lot of these people are still alive and what
are they fighting for, what are their principles . . .
you see, you have so much diversity in your country
it's hard to focus on what is real.
We know exactly
what we are fighting for."
That's a strong, strong
lesson.
You know, you just sort of humbled yourself
to the strength of what principles and values are
really about.
MC:
So what did they
mural?

say when you had

finished the

PG:
They applauded.
They really applauded.
But
while I was doing the mural, they would do, you know,
they would come by, play the guitar, they would come
by with fruit, they would come by with candy, they
would come by . . . and see, while I was doing the
mural we were limited to what we had . . . the
material that we had.
So they were offering the
cut-off parts of horses tails to make brushes with,
you know, wrap them around with straw and stuff.
They
were going to go all the way into Managua to get the
paint, which was close to a good day's trip back and
forth, you know, by bus and that kind of stuff, and
get it by everybody else chipping in the money to buy
certain colors of paint.
I mean, this is how much
they were dedicated to the wall itself.
Always
somebody that would come by and do guard duty in order
that I wouldn't be shot, or nobody would shoot or
destroy the wall.
Always be a woman that would come
and sit down and if I was working late at night, she
would bring her bunk and make sure that I had company.
I mean, this is the kind of stuff that went on.
Sometimes I was very uncomfortable because I didn't
think that what I was doing was so great.
I thought,
you know, the bigger tribute was to themselves.
But,
you know that how much they thought about. . . . They
even had kids who could paint that would come in there
and paint.
Paint the wall.
Soldiers, male soldiers
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who would come in there and apply themselves.
That's
why I keep that . . . see that photo . . . see that
AK47 strapped to her back and the child she's nursing?
That's the kind of thing that went on there.
And they
would have that kind of faith.

Michael

Borders

MB:
My mother and father felt that exposure to the
Arts was important to us.
To their children, their
four children.
Yes, I'm one of four siblings and I am the third.
. . . We had plenty of books around the house, we had
television and we lived virtually in the city,
although our neighborhood .... it was in Hartford.
It was a neighborhood that was comprised of mostly
Euro-Americans, Caucasians that were themselves
composed of a variety of different kinds of people;
that is; there were Jews and Anglo-Americans and there
were Italians and Eastern Europeans; there were one or
two other Afro-American families in that neighborhood
as well.
And our landlord was an Afro-American man .
. . couple, who lived with their mother-in-law, an
older woman.
It was a duplex; they lived above us.
We lived
on the first-floor.
We eventually moved to a
neighborhood which was ethnically comprised of a
similar makeup and we lived there for two years.
I
mean, I lived in the first neighborhood until the age
of nine, the second neighborhood from nine to about
twelve, the third neighborhood through the time I
finished college, undergraduate school and beyond,
really, because my mother still lives there.
My
father died when I was a senior in college in 1968.
As far as art goes, I always did it, . . . and I
always enjoyed it, sort of, pretty much, although I
didn't do any painting until ... I mean oil painting
consciously until I was in something like a freshman
in high school.
And let's see, that was a summer camp
activity, and it was at Camp Atwater in Massachusetts.
Hey, I did my first painting there.
I didn't
know what I was doing and I wasn't much interested in
it.
I wanted to be a Veterinarian or a pilot when I
was in high school.
All the way through my second
year of college, either of those two.
MC:

Where did you go to school?
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MB:
At Fiske University in Nashville, [19]64 to
[19]68.
Yes, I was a math major in fact.
Declared as
a minor, David Driscoll came there.
I started off
with Aaron Douglas who was there.
He was my Art
Appreciation teacher, so I went there to Art
Appreciation and took that course.
It was a mandatory
course.
And it was kind of boring I guess, at first,
you know, it was more interesting once one got into it
and most people weren't very serious about it either.
So I took it and I sort of whisked my way through it
and got out and didn't think too much of it . . .
Aaron Douglas ... he was just this old guy that
taught art.
And the art department was a one room
kind of a musty place with a whole lot of dust and
odds and ends, just a whole lot of junk scattered
around.
We didn't take our Art Appreciation course in
there though, we took that in one of those
Amphitheater kinds of classroom areas, in the
chemistry building.
And so in the art room where
Aaron Douglas's desk was on the other side of campus.
The only reason I saw that was because it was across
from the math department, you know, in the same
corridor.
So I just happened to peek in there and it
was kind of interesting, cause it was all this old
stuff ... it was kind of musty and so forth, and you
know, there were things that hadn't been disturbed in
years.
It was a real old dormitory, the thing was
huge.
You know it was built in the 1800s and it was
kind of a neo-classical architecture and stuff.
It
was a historical structure in and of itself.
It was
just a fascinating structure.
It was burned down in
the early 70's and anyway, let's see.
I still used to
like to draw and so forth, but, I ... I drew
airplanes, action kinds of things.
And I knew all the
airplane designations.
MC:

This goes back to grade school?

MB:
Yeah, oh yeah. I used to design airplanes you
know, and build them from my designs, and flying
models and everything, I used to design airplanes,
top, front side, axial views, elevations, all the
cross sections and the way all the different members
were arranged, where the canopy was and all that
stuff.
The engine placement, so all kinds of stuff, I
did cars and boats like that, you know, then I'd make
an action shot, where action rendering was, this
theoretical design would be flying and so forth.
I
did all of that in high school.
In my spare time and
so, I don't know what happened, but, I got into . . .
Aaron Douglas retired after my sophomore year and no,
no, no, my junior year I decided to take a course in
perspective, it was my junior year, and or was it the
second semester of my sophomore year . . . and it was
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really interesting, and I got to know Aaron Douglas
that course.
It was just him and me.

in

Fiske was a small college and so some of our
classes were two or three students and a teacher, and
in this case it was just Aaron Douglas and myself, so
I got to know him a little bit, and I got to know a
lot about perspective because he sort of gave me a
perspective book and told me what kind of paper to buy
. . . the materials to use and I went over there to
his room and worked in there quite often.
And, he
would talk about all kinds of stuff, he was very
interested in the Likki research and the Kontikki
experience, which was occurring at that point.
The
Likki research was going on and he was very interested
in that, because he talked a lot about Negritude and
the way people thought of it in terms in the '20s and
'30s and the people he knew and the reason why he
rendered, used the style in his murals that he did.
We had a lot of long discussions.
And I never thought
about those, about Aaron Douglas in terms of his
historicality, in the way he was viewed by other
people or anything, I just happened to know him, got
to know him.
MC:

You were still a math major at this point?

MB:
Yes.
And so, then he retired, but he was still
living around there.
I saw him occasionally, and he
was on campus periodically and I would speak to him
and talk to him a little bit, but it was just in
passing, it was you know, on the library walkway or
something or in front of the student union, or when
he'd pick up his mail.
So, David Driscoll came in
there then.
Driscoll came to Fiske and he became
chairman of that art department and developed it from
Aaron Douglas' one-room operation to a several room
kind of set up in a house.
They gave him a house.
One of the things that David Driscoll asked for in . .
. I mean, he asked for certain things as a criteria to
his being department chairman, and so they gave him a
larger budget than what Aaron Douglas had and certain
other options.
So he had a kiln constructed and hired
four or five faculty, so he had a permanent pottery or
ceramics focus in the department curriculum.
Earl
Hooks came there.
Earl Hooks is a pretty well-known
ceramist from the Midwest.
So he had Ellie Landrow to
teach ceramics, he had Greg Wridley that also taught
some courses in sculpture.
He had another guy
teaching art history, who was pretty good.
And
himself.
He also had visiting artists, which was
pretty good.
Nelson Stevens at that point was one of
the visiting artists and a few other people.
Whose
shows I hung and people I got to know, and some of
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those people I still know and it was an interesting
experience.
So I became an art major and declared
math as a minor, because I had enough hours.
So I
took all these ... a whole lot of art courses and I
graduated with that.
With that kind of background.
MC:
Was Douglas trying to talk you
Art Major?

into becoming an

MB:
No, no, not at all.
He was pretty much used to
students that sort of got into it were sort of
half-way interested in it.
Their interest was very
fleeting and I'm not so sure how much real drive he
had to make that into an art department that really
was complex.
David Driscoll was much more serious
about teaching art and developing a solid
understanding of what the Black experience in America
was as conveyed through art.
What, how art tied into
culture and I came away from there with some very
strong ideas, that is, ideas that are still growing,
and so that was important and that was sort of the way
that I got into this, to this art stuff, was through
David Driscoll.
And really Aaron Douglas initially.
And I found out even more about Aaron Douglas after I
did some papers on him.
After David Driscoll came in.
MC:

How does Douglas deal with the Black experience?

MB:
Well he mentioned A. Locke, and, see, a lot of
people, particularly Afro-Americans, really sort of
take it for granted that there is this usness, that
there is a collective subculture in America.
But,
prior to the '20s Afro-Americans had no knowledge of
that.
Maybe certain Afro-Americans, well-educated
Afro-Americans did, sort of, but, those were very well
read people, and people who were pretty well traveled
and experienced as well.
But collectively, there
wasn't a sense of us, then.
And certainly before that
there wasn't anything like that.
Until Afro-Americans
began to collect in the cities, in the large cities,
urban areas in America.
And so, in New York a lot of
the people, a lot of the Afro-American cultural people
began to write about that stuff, about the collective
usness, the collective experience, and Locke was the
visual artist of the group. . . . Aaron Douglas knew .
. . the people that met and wrote poetry about it and
short stories and did all kinds of stuff that had to
do with what they used to call Negritude and that's
what Aaron Douglas was talking about when he spoke
about that with me.
And so, that's who Aaron Douglas
was, Aaron Douglas was in that sense
The Father of
Black Art.
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The Father of Black Art.
He developed the style
that was developed around the physical features and
the symbolic environmental surroundings of the
African-American tropics, in the tropical kind of
motifs and then he developed a kind of archetype of
the African-American form.
And so he developed the
style that reflected this experience.
And he was the
first African-American artist to do that.
It was kind
of an abstractive stylized approach to murals.
And he
reiterated that style in all kinds of places, so any
time you see that style, you know it's Aaron Douglas.
Even though his easel paintings were fairly academic,
kinds of realistic, even sort of impressionistic . . .
MC:
I think even before the Renaissance,
African-American artists were trying to compete with
the Europeans, wouldn't you say?
Or working along the
similar lines . . .?
MB:

Well of course there was the Henry 0.

MC:

Who went to Europe.

Tanner.

MB:
And R. Duncansen and Joshua Johnson and people
like that, who rendered in styles that were like
American artists, by American artists or of course the
Europeans.
But you know, Elmer Hayden really kind of
tried . . . was a little different, you know.
And
there were a few folks that tried to pick up on what
they thought was African influence, but you didn't
really hear ... I mean some of those people are
still anonymous, you know, and you see their stuff
every once in a while.
But, so there were some people
out there that were trying to do stuff, but they
didn't know . . . but it was sort of subconscious
almost, you know, but I know what you're talking about
though, and, yes, you're really effectively correct
about that.
They were very strongly influenced by you
know, Euro-Americans, Euro-American influence.
It was
very . . . present of course.
Anyways, that's how I
got into it.
And so then I went to graduate school
after that.
I went to Howard, and met a whole lot . .
. another group of African-Americans and finished
Howard in 1970 and then went back to Fiske and taught
for a year, so by then I was really into it.
Into
making stuff, I was painting, and that's how I got
into it.
MC:
If I can go back to when you were a kid
Hartford, did you go to the museum ?

in

MB:
Yes, yes.
I took classes at the Athenaeum too.
I mean, I always did art work.
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MC:
Was this something that your parents said,
Michael you should give this a try, or did you want to
do this?
MB:
It was about putting me into just a variety of
activities.
Exposure.
They understood the importance
of exposure.
And experience.
A variety of
experiences.
MC:

What were their occupations?

MB:
Teachers.
They were teachers.
Public School
teachers.
My parents ... my father was a junior
high school teacher and my mother was an elementary
school teacher.
MC:
Your brother and your sisters both went to art
classes?
MB:
No.
My brother was a history and a political
science major, went to Morehouse.
My sister went to
Howard and she was a biology major, eventually biology
minor.
I think she minored in biology and majored in
economics, I think.
I don't know what her major was.
What was her major?
Something like economics or
something.
And my younger sister majored in
communications and minored in accounting or something
like that.
So my brother eventually ended up going to
U.of C. and living on the West coast.
He's a
salesman, he's basically sales . . .he's into
business.
And my older sister is an attorney and
works for the government and my younger sister is a,
she got a M.B.A. at Howard and she's working for a
Foundation in Delaware.
My mother is retired and
anyway, I was going to say about this, uh, I became an
art major, that's how I got into art, so I started
doing art, then I taught and I got some commissions.
Then I came back to Hartford.
It's not a college
town. . . . There are some large businesses that
employ most of the people here and most of the people
either work for these large concerns, manufacturing
concerns or the State of Connecticut itself.
So, it's
about service oriented work and so, I'm a visual
artist in that arena.
I ended up teaching school for
a while, and by-and-by, I did commissions, just
paintings for people on the side.
Well, Hartford is kind of a small town in a way.
And since I was born and raised here, I knew a number
of people.
I picked up one or two odd jobs, not a
whole lot of work, but, then I met a guy that was
pretty wealthy and he had ... he brought a farm in
Colrain, Massachusetts, and asked me to go out there
and just stay on the place while they weren't there,
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because it was a kind of remote area and he suggested
that I fix up the barn, his barn, and put a heater in
there, put a few windows in the place and use that as
a studio, and so I did that, for about eighteen
months.
Did some paintings up there and then in 1974,
*73 I guess it was, returned to Hartford and just
continued hustling my work . . . picked up ... a
large commission and got a job through the Connecticut
Commission on the Arts, some grant money, and started
this artist in residence for a poor community in
Hartford.
Did that for four years and did the
commissions still, saved some money, then went
overseas, and did that.
Stayed overseas for about
nine months almost a year.
This is what I did.
I wanted to see Europe.
I'd
never been overseas. . . . We've been exposed to a
sort of Neo-European experience, value system.
Art history is taught then and really is taught
now, as European art history. I mean it's not the art
history of the world.
It's just European art history
which is just a piece of the world.
A lot of the
values, you know, the Greek and the Roman, the
Hellenistic influences and you know, it's sort of
Eurocentric.
We have a Eurocentric value system.
I
was well aware of that and so I wanted to see Europe
from on a backdrop of Africa and Asia.
I wanted to
see Africa and Asia first and then see Europe through
Greece and then Italy and then France, possibly
Germany and then England.
Maybe Spain, you know.
But
England last.
I didn't see England, I never did get
to England, I still haven't been there, but . . . what
I did was I looked at a map.
I wanted to go to a
whole bunch of countries and start off in the Third
World and end up in Europe, so I got a backpack and a
kind of mattress.
This is after grad school, after teaching at
Fiske, after working up at Colrain, after doing a
couple of large commissions and then saving my money.
And then I went overseas.
Just with a few thousand
bucks.
After I got overseas, the money lasted , it
went a lot farther than a dollar.
So you know I just
ate beans and bananas and stuff like that, you know.
So I started off in Senegal, went to Dakar, took an
airplane from New York to Dicar, got a cheap hotel
room and stayed in the car for a few days, looked at a
map of Africa, and decided where I was going to go and
just hung out.
So I stayed in Africa for about four
and a half months; I started in Dakar and stayed there
for a few days then I went to Senegal. I got a plane
to Senegal, and I stayed in Senegal for about two
weeks, two and half weeks.
I talked to a whole lot of
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people in all the places you know.
Beggars and rich
people and tourists and hotel owners and pharmacists,
people on the street, you know, all kinds of people.
Went out to villages and talked to a whole lot of
people, I talked to sculptors and emans . . . went to
a whole lot of mosques because you know, when you're
in Africa and Asia it's really about Islam and
Hinduism and Buddhism, too, but very little
Christianity anymore after you leave ... if you're
going East you know, it's sort of what it's about.
And so, I hung out in Freetown for a couple of weeks
really.
I talked with students, I stayed up on the
campus, on Four Bay College campus.
The Nubians as we know them now a days are in the
East, in Egypt.
But you know, you see these people
they call Nubians in the movies, but the Hollywood
stuff, you know, you see long ago they didn't call it
just Nubia, what they called it went by a whole bunch
of names.
Nubians were really sort of a part of one
area in south ... in east Africa or something.
But,
. . . these vast kingdoms in west Africa too, that are
no more.
And Timbuktu is one of these.
Well, I
wanted to see what was there.
Of course there's
nothing there.
But, one of the things I noticed, I
noticed a good number of things, see everyday in my
experience over there, there was something really
magical happened.
I think of Africa as a place where
magic, you know, big magic experiences are common
place, and people there sort of know.
They take that
for granted kind of.
So that kind of magic to happen
to me was really a revelation, because over here we
don't think in those terms.
And I didn't have that
kind of head. ... I was very impressed.
All kinds
of stuff happened. . . . One day as I was riding
along, the land . . . you know how I say that the
land, you know, the trees drop and the land gets flat
and you see ... so some places you see these trees
and they're just all flat . . . it's as though they've
been trimmed liked hedges.
Those drop away and you
see nothing but desert, and then you go riding for
hours and hours and then in my sort of half dream and
half waking state I looked out at the desert and there
was this ... a rock ... it was sitting there, it
was just like somebody had taken a rock and set it on
. . . you know how you take a boulder and you smooth
out some dirt . . . like the kind of dirt, you know
how it gets dry and powdery and it kind of . . . when
it blows it sort of gets . . . sort of smokey, well
that's the way the Sahara is.
It's that kind of dirt.
It's like you know, if you pour ... it gets flat,
and I saw this rock there.
It was just a rock ... a
giant rock ... a giant rock . . . you know, it was
round under the bottom like that ... it was just
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sitting there ... a rock . . . and it was a
completely flat landscape with just this . . . this .
. . a giant rock sitting there. . . . I've never seen
anything like that, that was just one thing that
happened on one day.
I took a picture of that, but
the picture was washed out.
I was really impressed when I saw Nigeria in
terms of their wealth and the options available to
just common people.
They have highways and stuff like
that.
They really don't have that in places . . .
they say they have that in Ivory Coast.
They have a
kind of a freeway in Abijan, but you have to get out
of Abijan . . . even in Abijan, there's another sort
of town in Abijan ... I don't know what the next
town over from Springfield is, but you know how you
can go from New York to say Brookline or something
like that? ... In Abijan it's sort of nice, built-up
downtown area and everything ... I mean, when you
see on television they show you Abijan, period.
They
don't show you anything . . . they show you downtown
Abijan, right, because after you get out of downtown
Abijan, man, that's it . . . forget it. . . . There's
this place in Abijan, this other side of town that is
really, I mean, you can smell it. . . . There's a lot
of places like that. ... I saw a movie about a Cuban
pilot and the Bay of Pigs Invasion, a jet pilot, he
was a Black guy.
Now, how can he be a Cuban pilot?
This is a jet pilot, it's a movie about a Cuban a jet
pilot.
This just happened to have been a Cuban movie,
it just happened to be a man of color.
A dark man of
color.
He's a jet pilot right, but it wasn't about
that it was about the plot.
You could see a movie
like that.
If you saw that in America it would be
about his color, you know, it wouldn't be about what
the plot of the movie was about, you know.
You could
sit there in this theater and you could see movies
from all over the world.
Do you know about Festac . .
. what it was?
Black African Festival of Culture.
Culture in
part.
All these people from all over the world that
considered themselves part of a Black African . . .
came and presented their cultures, experiences in
movies, dress, foods, paintings, crafts . . . All
these people are there from all over . . . there was a
compound for the Cubans, compound for people from
Haiti, compound for people from New Guinea, compound
for people from Australia ... I mean, Aboriginal
people, . . . people from Australia.
People from
France, people from England, of course you know the
European countries, Europeans were there.
Afro-Germans, Afro-French, Afro-Italians, Angolans,
there were people from Zaire, of course, a lot of
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their different African countries, there were people
from the Caribbean, there were people from South
America, people from the South Pacific, so you know,
there were just people from everywhere in the world.
People from India, people from just name it they were
from there, they were there.
So for four weeks or so,
maybe more, you could go to stage performances, plays,
dances, you could . . . their food displays and there
was a colloguium which lasted the whole time where
they did nothing but present papers on cultural . . .
on culture and experience and they had interpreters,
it was like a U.N.
And in Nigeria they built a
pavilion for this.
A big building like the TWA
building at John F. Kennedy Airport.
MC:
When you were going through this experience did
you see this as an extension of your artistic
training?
MB:
I understand now, and I understood then, [art] to
be just a reflection of one's experience.
That's
really all it is.
All the artist does is . . . sort
of reflect the experience a little bit more than most
other people, and that's the only difference between
artists and anybody else. . . . It's just that they
make stuff . . .they make stuff.
And of course you're
going to make stuff based on your value system and you
get your values from your experiences.
Culture is
just . . . the expression. . . . Culture means growth
and growth in this case, is about seeing yourself . .
. seeing your experiences through these things that
are made and thereby growing as a result of this
growth.
MC:
Did you feel you needed to do this as an artist,
or just as an African-American?
MB:
Just because I'm a soul . . . I'm a soul passing
through this life.
Period.
All this other stuff
about ethnicity and stuff is what's been laid on us.
It's about what's been laid on us.
I mean this is stuff that's been sort of
socialized . . . we've been socialized into this
nomenclature about ethnicity and our place in the
American society and social . . . archaeology and that
sort of stuff, but you know, where I saw a lot of that
stuff ... I thought about it from a cosmic
viewpoint.
Spiritually it wasn't new to me . . . none
of it was new.
It was as though I had experienced all
of that before, somewhere.
I'd seen it, I'd been
there, I knew about it and felt it . . .I'd been
there before.
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MC:
Can we just back up?
Your parents were
educators.
Now do you feel that that's an advantage
as far as opening your eyes, when you talk about these
experiences with the classes at the museum, I guess,
on a subconscious level, what do you think that their
influence was?
You know, how has that stuck with you?
MB:
They emphasized the
importance of knowledge.
MC:

importance of education.

The

And this trip is an extension of that?

MB:
My whole life really is built upon the foundation
that they laid, really.
Sure.
Sure it is, you bet.
MC:
During this period, from the time that you
finished up your Masters, taught and just prior to
going on this trip and the time you came back, what
kind of changes did you see in the kind of imagery
you're producing in the objects you're producing?
MB:
I don't know.
Afrocentric.
MC:

They're probably a

little bit less

When you came back?

MB:
Yeah.
But, I produced some stuff that had to do
with that . . . [o]n the whole, they tend to be a
little bit less Afrocentric, but that was mainly
because I had to really hustle this art stuff when I
got back.
Art by then was really a hustle.
I did
yellow pages ads and I'd do all kinds of stuff for
people.
It's just not about the Black experience.
I kept a journal.
I wrote in that.
I make
images ... I make images . . . that's what I do.
I
could write about it I think, and maybe I will, but
the writing that I do is probably, I'm thinking, for
Alex and Nick, for my children and maybe the rest of
my family if they're interested.
Period.
I want
people to know me through my imagery.
That's what I
do.
The images are for the society.
The greater
society and culture and the world.
But my verbal
communication and written stuff at this point it ought
to be for Nick and Alex and their grandchildren and
stuff.
So the imagery, that was really important . .
. that Asia part of it.
I don't want to emphasize
just the African part.
The Asia part was important
too.
Asia and the Middle East.
So I saw all kinds of
stuff on that trip.
I saw the Taj Mahal, I saw the
pyramids, Kilimanjaro . . .
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When I returned to the U.S.A., I went back to my
position as a kind of artist in residence at the . . .
at a local neighborhood.
I was working inside of
bureaucratic modality, a neighborhood service
organization called the South Arsenal Neighborhood
Development Corporation.
My program was sponsored by
CETA and also funded in part by non-profit . . .
foundations and by CETA in part.
But it was a
non-profit organization.
SAND was and of course the
organization ... my set-up was funded that way as
well.
I co-founded it in 1972 . . . 1973.
MC:

You co-founded SAND?

MB:
The South Arsenal Neighborhood, the SAND Art
Studio is what I co-founded.
SAND itself was founded
in something like 1968. ... It was to supplement the
curriculum of the existing South Arsenal School,
Arsenal School actually is what it’s called . . . The
Arsenal School and the ... as well as the SAND
Everywhere School.
Eventually the Everywhere School .
. . I'm sorry, eventually the Arsenal School was
dissolved and demolished and the SAND Everywhere
School took the studentbody, assumed jurisdiction in
that community.
I was with them for another nine
months after that and I left that position to assume
another role, I mean I left that [and] just did more
free-lancing.
After I got back, I did a few paintings
that I sold sort of off the shelf.
One or two.
And I
did some other commissions too.
Almost as soon as I left SAND, I took a
position..with the Greater Hartford Community College
and I taught a couple of course over there.
I taught
Art History and Humanities . . . Humanities Course, as
well as to do the commissions.
So that's what I did,
I kind of cranked along for another . . . from '78 to
about, into the '80s.
In 1978, I developed an idea
that had to do with a marketplace painting.
When I
went to West Africa I thought about taking a
traditional African Marketplace and rendering scenes
from the marketplace the way Norman Rockwell might
render them, except ... I have depicted
circumstances that were really universal and that I
observed while I was there.
I saw a lot of
universality and you know, circumstances that I know a
lot of Americans can relate to, no matter who they
were.
No matter what their background was, and could
give them a real good idea of . . . what some of the
African reality was.
Because I saw overseas, not just
in Africa, but in other places, things about people
that were more alike than different.
One of the
important things that I picked up, that people were
really more alike all over the world than they are
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different, it's just that people will tend to focus on
the differences.
I began thinking about a marketplace
idea, and I should . . . eventually that idea gave way
to one where I . . . thought about maybe depicting the
Connecticut Marketplace and the Hartford Marketplace.
I began to develop three mural ideas.
I approached
the Secretary of State, the Department of Consumer
Protection and City Hall.
All with the intention of
doing murals in their spaces.
The City Hall project
was a product of more of my trip to Mexico.
Because
in Mexico they had buildings similar to City Hall
except that they had murals in the buildings in
Mexico, as there are no images, or very few imaes,
because there are two panels in City Hall in Hartford.
I thought about doing some murals in City Hall and it
took quite a while, but I eventually secured a
contract with the City to do those murals, to do two
panels there.
Then I got the Secretary of State to
accept a panel for her office and when I went to the
Department of Consumer Protection, she suggested that
I go to the Department of Economic Development, and I
did that, and he was affirmative and that mural became
the Connecticut Industry Mural, which is up there in
the room . . . it's that octagon that you saw.
He
suggested, Ed Stockton, the then Commerce
Commissioner, that it be portable and not permanent,
as I was thinking.
Barbara V . . . the then Secretary
of State, left her physical space and became a
Congress-woman.
That more or less put the . . . put
an end to that idea.
MC:

Just for that one particular piece?

MB:
I was left then with two projects to do.
I got
partial . . . funding for both of them, really.
Although not really to the level that I wanted.
MC:

So you secured the

funding ?

MB:
I raised the money for both projects.
On the
State mural, I raised about $8800 bucks and that was
just enough to do the research, because I had to do a
lot of research for that.
I didn't really know what
the Connecticut Marketplace was about.
At first I
thought it maybe should be a mural about Connecticut
business and industry, then it became a mural about
Connecticut industry because business is a real dry
subject and it's something that a lot of people have
dealt with in other ways really, and industry is a
little sexier you know, it's more interesting.
And
there's more to it in terms of the way people can
relate to it sociologically, even sociopolitically,
so, it was more conducive.
It lent itself to more of
an entertainment format, because this thing had to
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entertain.
This mural had to entertain if it was
going to tour, then I figured it should be an
entertainment thing, but it should also be informative
and extremely educational. . . . Education,
entertaining and . . .should be entertaining and
informative.
The audience was going to be . . .
everybody in this State, because I didn't think I
should be just confined to one audience.
I went all
over the State to research this thing and I raised
money all over the State, I talked to people
everywhere, I talked to Historians in every corner of
the State and everywhere.
I went to every major
Chamber of Commerce, all the major Libraries and
Historical Societies, did a lot of reading, put
together a composition. ... It took me about three
and a half years to do that.
Finally I got the
composition . . . put the composition together.
Had a
pretty nice bibliography.
I had a stack of materials
that were categorized and stuff, it was enough to
write a book, but this is about a visual image.
Early '80s.
The State mural ... is more of a
narrative about the development of Connecticut
industry. . . . The City Hall panels are about the
contributions of the different culture groups to the
City Marketplace . . . to the City as a Marketplace .
. . and to the City as a culture.
The Marketplace is
a kind of a culture. . . . [It] has cultural
connections too. . . . With the $8800 I used some of
that to raise ... to build the frame and put the
panels on there . . . and to buy the canvas.
Then I
got a friend to bring the panels over here to this
school.
Now, I also secured this school because I had
done another large painting, in the school, in an
adjacent school, I knew the vice principal and the
principal of that other school, and did that project
there, I had good relations with them.
When I went
off to Mass., I brought all of that material . . . the
painting everything . . . the paintings that were done
in that school . . .started in that school up to
Massachusetts and I cleared all my stuff out of there.
But it just so happens that when I went to the Board
of Education for in-kind services for the City Hall
paintings . . . panels, they uh. . . . You see I
didn't ask the City for any money . . . that's a
donation to the City, and in return I asked for
in-kind services, i.e., physical space to execute the
murals.
So I got this school, that unfinished space
over there, which was really a kind of warehouse, you
know, just trash, there was just trash everywhere.
So
I cleaned it up and started working there.
I've been
working in there for several years now.
My use of
that space is predicted on my doing the City Hall
panels.
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The Connecticut Industry mural allows the viewer
to walk all the way around it, so you have to kind of
interface with it, you know, there's interaction, and
you can open it up so it can be displayed flat too.
I did the composition first, overall composition,
then the individual panels, which are individual
compositions in and of themselves, there are eight
Connecticut counties, so there are eight compositions,
and collectively they make a single composition that
speaks to the development of the whole . . .
historicality of the whole State.
It allows the
viewer to walk all the way. . . . The panels are
connected so it's a continuous composition, there is
no beginning or end.
Everything is set up
chronologically, and topographically as well as
compositionally.
It's kind of a hybrid idea, it's an
artistic thing, it's a historical thing. ... I want
to make sure that whatever I say is correct, that . .
. the major personalities are delineated, minor
personalities are identified, and juxtaposed alongside
who they . . . are supposed to be.
In other words,
I've got blacksmiths standing in front of the people
that they probably taught, the people who developed
the cold-rolled metal and all the . . . metal
industries and then the people who used the metal for
stuff ... so they're standing in a relationship to
their contemporaries, people that they taught, people
that taught them, and so all the people around all of
the other people, I mean, everybody in the composition
probably knows the people wrho are standing in their
immediate area and probably . . . actually knew them.
So everybody's positioned according to their
discipline, and according to their place in history.
I've got Native Americans represented, European
Americans represented, I've got African Americans
represented, I did a special study of the development
of the position of African Americans and the way they
have been a part of the development of Connecticut
industry.
So I've got some new people that nobody
knows about . . . very few people know about.
I
discovered one man, a man named Isaac Glasgow, who
founded a Connecticut town, and brought people there
and the Town named after him.
Stil] in existence, Glasgow, Connecticut, yes.
And nobody knows about that.
I mean, very few people
know about the existence of that guy.
That was
important, that's important for African Americans of
Connecticut to know about.
It's important for White
Americans in Connecticut to know about as well, for
everybody, really, to know about people like him.
He
wasn't the only one, there was guite a few men, mainly
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African American men who were . . . really important
people in the development of Connecticut industry.
The Connecticut Historical Survey is the book I
read first, so it was with that in the back of my mind
that I organized the study of Connecticut industry
chronologically.
There were some important things
like slavery, which probably figured in, I mean, which
were not strongly emphasized in the Connecticut
Historical Survey by Albert VanDeusen, but Albert
VanDeusen is a good historian, and he really did deal
with slavery in Connecticut.
He's one of the first
historians ... I went to and talked to about this
composition while I was making it.
Him and his wife.
In 1810, [slavery] was abolished, in about 1810.
. . . I mean, it was legally abolished, but of course
the mentality survived that long beyond.
Slavery as
you know I'm sure, sets up . . . far-reaching
psychological, domestic, you know, mind set, it's
extremely pervasive, very, very . . . very pervasive
and I guess that's interpreted.
Isaac Glasgow and
people like him, you know.
Now, [the] Connecticut
Industry mural allows me to talk about . . . our state
and to define it ... to define something of the
values that historical, of course, but aesthetic too .
. . ultimately cultural.
And I've ascribed, with this
piece, cultural importance to Connecticut industry. .
. . It's new for White Connecticut people, it's new
for Black Connecticut people.
It's new for everyone,
it's an innovative idea, and it's one that has allowed
me to define this area for everyone, not just African
Americans, not just White Americans that live here, it
allows me to go to Putnam or Stanford or Saybrook,
anywhere in this State and talk about . . . this is
our state, this is our state.
It doesn't belong to
just people in museums, it doesn't belong to just
Whites or just Europeans or anything like that, or
just African Americans, this is our State.
I've
talked to Rotaries and you know, civic organizations
of all kinds like Democrats of Hartford. . . . Some
people have difficulty separating me from this art
work.
MC:
They expect this to be a mural
Americans?
MB:
Not necessarily, they kind of .
for people to think in those terms.
that with this.
They can't.

about African

. . it's easier
But they can't do

MC:
They would ... do you think that they would be
more comfortable . . . there would be more fulfillment
of their expectations if it was more Afrocentric?
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MB:
Certainly Afrocentric too, yeah.
It's easier, of
course, you know, if it was the '20s and if I did an
Afrocentric thing, you know, Afrocentric kind of
sociopolitical statement, it would be sort of avant
garde, right.
But that ain't avant garde anymore,
really.
In some arenas it sort of is.
But not
anymore.
MC:
You think that more
what was needed?

of

a

pluralistic

approach

is

MB:
I wouldn't use the term ... it is sort of . . .
it isn't about pluralism really.
I mean, it's subject
isn't pluralism, although, pluralism is an important
idea, but this mural is about defining ... I wanted
. . . playing the role in the definition of our
culture, I wanted to have . . . yeah, playing a
definition in our culture, helping to define our
values.
Collective values.
It should be accurate historically, yes, of
course.
It goes up to contemporary times.
And in
that sense it sort of . . . yeah, so it's about
defining the experience, identifying the experience
and then reflecting it in a modality that contributes
to an understanding of the values, the collective
values.
MC:
How does this project relate to a recent project
that you were involved in, the Art and in Service of
the Lord, which was Afrocentric look at the Bible?
MB:

I

don't think of

MC:

You don't?

it

that way.

How would you describe

that project?

MB:
I think of it as a look ... as just rendering a
biblical story.
I rendered . . . "Lazarus Rising," it
wasn't Black Lazarus rising; it was Lazarus, you know,
there's a difference.
It was Lazarus, that's not
Black Lazarus . . .
MC:
But when people look at it what do you think
they're going to see, you think they're going to .
•

.

•

MB:
That's for them to deal with.
They're going to
ascribe all kinds of stuff here.
I don't know, but
you know that's Lazarus . . . you know, period.
And
Nelson and Martha had their idea of what . . . and I
think that you know, the fact that I think of it as
Lazerus, is consistent with my . . . with what I
thought Nelson and Martha wanted, and we . . .
'cause
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Nelson and I have discussed that,
relate to it.

so that's

MC:
You think in a different context,
have different features?
If it wasn't
this particular project?

the way

I

Lazarus would
connected with

MB:
No, I would have rendered Lazarus that way in any
arena. ... I think it is important for people to
know, to understand the universality of people. . . I
mean, in this context it is important for people to
think of Lazarus or Jesus as people, and not as some
sort of ethnic entity.
People over here in America,
they think ... in other places in the world, too,
really, but they tend to think of people first ... I
mean. . . . Well, racial identity is an important
thing to a lot of folks.
MC:

Is

it

labeling?

MB:
Labeling, ascribing a racial heading for a lot of
people is important.
It's a way of, it helps people
to categorize, sure.
I mean, in their minds now, I
think that the likeness among people all over the
world is more real than the differences.
A Lazarus,
the way I rendered him, is important for people to
understand as Lazarus.
. . . It recognizes that there is . . . among all
the religions all over the world the one commonality
that they have is that there is a spirit connected to
it, it means there might be a spirit divided up into
all kinds of forms and things and stuff, but, I think
of it as a single entity.
I think that when creatures
on this planet die, you know, they pretty much the
same thing happens with all creatures, all spirits,
you think of it as these are all souls walking around
. . . and most important . . . nobody, no one person
is more important than anybody else.
And none of
these religions have a corner on this thing, you know,
as far as I'm concerned.
This idea about who the
things were and what they looked like or what stuff is
is sort of, I mean, that's beside the point, as far as
I'm concerned.
If you render him one way or the
other, you know, I mean, that guy over there is going
to render Lazarus the way [he's] going to render him,
right, I'm going to render him the way I look at him.
If they can relate, fine, if they can't, well . . .
MC:
You think that's a result to your religious
upbringing that it is more kind of inclusive
understanding of religious history?
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MB:
Well it sort of a . . . it1s a consequence
experience.
My subsequent value system, that's
So that's the way I think of it.

of my
all.

MC:
Now when you were researchinq your murals, were
you specifically looking for the contributions that
African American or Native Americans made or was it
just something that was there and obvious when you
were doing your research?
MB:
Well, it wasn't obvious. I'm just particularly
sensitive to the presence of African Americans.
I try
to approach it with an open-mind of course . . .
MC:
Did you
information?

feel

obligated to

seek out this

MB:
Well, I knew that African Americans . . . have
been here ever since the 1630s, but, I knew that
African Americans being here certainly played an
important part.
My role as I saw it, was to make sure
that that role was reflected in this mural, so, that's
why I was so sensitive to that.
I understand the
treatment that African Americans have gotten over the
centuries in this country.
And, so, you know, that
wouldn't get by me.
I wouldn't overlook that.
Nor
would I overlook the importance of the Native
Americans, either.
The Native Americans are basic to
Connecticut and basic to this mural.
African
Americans often played pivotal roles in the
development of Connecticut industry too.
They were
important shipbuilders, millbuilders, they helped
their Anglo overseers do what they did.
Many of those
Anglos wouldn't have been able to do what they did if
it wasn't for a lot of the Afro-American friends,
servants, fellow countrymen.
If, you know, if those
African Americans weren't here, they wouldn't have
been able to get over.
So, I want people in
Connecticut, African Americans, White Americans,
whoever, to understand that.
Understand though,
Michael, that this is not an ethnically based piece.
It's got to do with the sociology of Connecticut
though.
MC:

It's

a

statement

of

fact.

MB:
Yeah.
Yeah, it sure is.
And it's art, so by
definition, it's human oriented, because you know,
reflecting human experience.
And that's, uh, that
assumes all kinds of dimensions.

I'm

MC:
But in a way it can't help but be about
ethnicity because it's a multi ethnic population?
So,
you're also able to speak about the subject with great
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depth and thoroughness of knowledge.
Were you
surprised at the amount of self-education that
place in researching this project?

took

MB:
I knew it would be a broadening experience.
And
that it would be important for me to understand what
went on, not just because I was doing this project,
but because . . . this art stuff is kind of . . .
about growth in a way.
I know . . .1 like it because
of that, because it allows personal growth.
The
expansion of knowledge of one's environment and of
self too.
MC:
Earlier you spoke about people being more alike
than different.
And, that seems to be an important
concept in the way that you kind of view life.
Can
you expand on that?
MB:
Yeah.
Everybody gets out of bed everyday, all
over the world.
No matter who they are, they're going
to roll out of bed.
Everybody has to do that.
Normally after you get out of bed you go and defecate,
usually, and usually while you are there you wash up
or something . . . you know, everybody in the world,
no matter who they are, does that and it's usually
during the day.
In the morning, right.
Asia, Africa,
Europe, South America, North America, everybody,
Eskimos, everybody does that, right.
Then at night
they go to bed.
Everybody all over the world.
Usually around mid-day they sit down and eat
something, right.
That's about it.
Everybody does
that.
Everywhere in the world, right.
Who doesn't do
that?
So, I mean, how many more differences are
there, there just sort of nuances.
Incremental
differences.
People like to focus on these little
differences between themselves and it's not that
important in the long run.
There's these traditions
that all these people have, there are different
traditions all over the place, but then there are
different environments that dictate a lot of those
habits, ways of moving around and doing things.
Because you know it might be really sunny and tropical
in one part of the world, that would dictate a
different kind of behavior then where in places where
it's winter a large part of the year.
So the
traditions in those two places are going to dictate a
different movement, different ways of doing things.
So, there are those differences, but if those
populations could be reversed, I mean if their
position . . . their locations, if you took all these
people from down here and put them up there in that
part of the world and vice versa, then chances are, I
bet you that those groups if they didn't know what the
patterns were, they would probably assume similar
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kinds of ways of doing things.
And even though they
might not know it themselves.
But, that would be my
guess.
I think people look differently, largely
because theylived in these different locations.
And,
for whatever the reasons, their appearances really
change to accommodate whatever their physical
environment was.
But I think basically it's the same
animal.
That's what I think.
MC:
Is this a philosophy that your parents
over your childhood?

reiterated

MB:
To some extent, but I got a lot of that from what
I've seen.
I mean, people have said that to me . . .
said that to me earlier, you know, when I was younger,
but I never really thought about that.
That's one of
the truths that seemed to hold in my experience . . .
MC:
You talked about this trip that you made through
Africa and Asia and Europe, if you hadn't made that
trip, would you have paid attention to that
philosophy?
Or would that philosophy have remained
hidden?
You said that people mentioned that to you
earlier but it didn't really stick.
MB:
That's right, but it has been more or less my
experience here in the States, because there are so
many different kinds of people that live here.
So,
yeah, I mean, I felt it to be true while living here
and I guess my view of the world would be a little bit
more narrow in some ways.
But, a lot of what I saw
though, could have been extrapolated, even though I
may not have gone out of the country.
You know, I
mean reading is real important in that respect and I
probably could have gotten some of that from reading.
My work would be a little bit more narrowly focused
though. ... I guess it augmented what I . . . what I
already felt.
And it confirmed . . . that's what it
did ... I guess it confirmed a lot of my suspicions.
MC:
If economics weren't an issue.
You said this was
more of a kind of programmatic piece and that
hopefully it will lead to some other things that will
possibly be income producing.
If you didn't have to
worry about that, do you think that the body of work
that you are producing would be more varied, that you
would be able to . . . you'd have more of a luxury of
dealing with some of these other interests?
MB:
I think they would be, my guess is they would be
something like, they would be introspective things.
MC:

Is

the New York art

commercial

art

scene

scene?
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important to you?

The

MB:
Not . . . well, I respect it ... I respect the
fact that there are so many people living and working
there in New York.
And that there is a, you know,
financially, I mean, I'd like to get my hands on some
of the money that is flowing through there, if that's
what you mean.
But I know that there are some people
that are living and working there that are quite
serious about what they're doing.
There are also some
people that are living and working there that are not
so serious.
I have ... I look forward to seeing
more of what is being done there.
I enjoy that.
MC:
Is it a goal of yours, I mean is it something
that you've actively sought to kind of crack that New
York market?
MB:
Well, all things in time.
I think if it's meant
for me to do that, I mean, I suppose I'll have some
exhibitions there.
MC:
It's not something that's
back of your mind?

like

burning

in the

MB:
Well, ... I want to go from one step to the
next, and not really think about, you know, . . .
making a big splash in a large metropolitan area like
New York.
I want to affect Connecticut first.
I
think if I have an impact where I live and on the
people that I know about, then I'm going to have some
effect in other places too.
But, and New York, I
think New York will be interested if Connecticut
people are interested.
You know, all in time, if there is somebody in
New York that happens to be interested in my stuff,
then that's okay, but this particular piece is
particularly intended for people right here to
understand first, I guess.
There is something though
for other people and I am intending to send it out of
the state, so that people in other places can see
this, because it says a lot about the way people
relate to the environment and to what is experienced
in that environment.
In this case, it's the fact that
these people have made this machine, this system, and
this system has become larger than the whole.
Relative to the whole thing, any one of these people
is just a small piece of it.
Of the whole picture,
and that's a statement in and of itself.
That's one
of the things that is being said there.
I hope that
is obvious.
It is certainly literal, it's a literal
part of the piece and I want people to know that, so
it's about man and industry, and so in that sense
there's the universal message there.
And that's a
message that can be understood by people in the most

235

rural environment, I mean, it's intended to be
understood that way and also the most metropolitan
environment.
So, there is something there for people
that could live in New York or that could live in
Seamsplit County, New York, upstate New York, you
know.
A farmer in New York somewhere, New York State
or Iowa, so, I would be very happy for this thing to
be sent to the Metropolitan, but I don't think it's
going to happen.
I mean, it may or may not happen
like that, I think, if . . .I'd be very happy if this
piece could go to three or four or five or six places
and then be bought by some foundation and donated to a
public institution of some kind in Connecticut.
I'd
be very happy.
MC:
It would be a big
important achievement.

achievement.

It would be

an

MB:
Yeah, yeah, that would be pretty good.
Whether
that will happen or not is another thing though.
But
. . . as I see it it's a modality that has an
objective and that is . . . something that makes some
kind of sense and there is a scope to the project that
is justifiable and it's documentable.
It's a
documentable entity and there is a logical plan of
action that will allow people to see the piece and to
maybe end up somewhere, period.
There is a beginning
and end to the concept.
And, so, it's not really a,
what do you call it, impractical.
I think it's a very
practical thing.
After this then, it's about City
Hall.
And those schemes, those panels are narrative .
. . more narrative in scope and they're about Hartford
per se.
Oh, by the way, this Connecticut Industry
piece about Connecticut, Connecticut . . .1 was born
and raised in Connecticut and I think that gives me .
. . a certain value system.
I think that my value
system is very similar to the value system that most
other people in Connecticut have.
That's why I think
that this entity is quite viable, because I think I
understand something of the value system of people in
Connecticut, no matter who they are.
If they're White
folks, Black folks, Spanish-speaking people, no matter
what their background is, if they've lived here for
any length of time than they're going to emphasize
with a lot of what's in this thing, no matter who
knows who did it.
I don't have to be there for people
to understand something about this thing.
They don't
have to know what my ethnicity is, you know, my
ethnicity doesn't have anything directly, in that
respect, to do with what's going on in that thing.
I
can be somewhere else.
And they don't have to know
what my background is.
They don't have to know that.
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MC:
What about people that are obsessed with that?
I
mean people wanting to know, it's all about labelling.
MB:
Well, you know, that stuff is kind of important
in some ways because it1s important for people to feel
good about their ethnicity, about the ethnic groups
that they came from and to feel good about themselves
as a consequence.
To that extent I think it is
important, however, I don't think everything that they
do and say and think should hinge on that, you know, I
don't think that should be the criteria, necessarily.
. . . If they feel good about themselves, then people
should be able to project a little bit and be able to
empathize with something that somebody else did who
happens to be of different ethnicity.
That might be
different, slightly different even, from them. . . .
An intelligent, open-minded person who feels good
about self, a healthy person really should be able to
relate to some statement or other, be it aesthetic or
historic, that somebody else says.
They should be
able to identify with it if it makes sense.
I
intended for this thing to make sense.
I think if I
identify with . . . lock . . . key into the value
system of people here in Connecticut that other people
are going to key into it also.
I think if I say
something . . . if I can say something about
Connecticut as a whole entity and not just speak about
the African American part of it, that will be an
important thing.
An important thing for African
Americans to understand, and important things for
Americans of all other ethnicities to understand as
well.
Because they can do it also.
It was important,
you know, back in the '20s for African Americans to
speak about the African American experience, the Black
experience was very, was very important because we
didn't have a sense of self when we came off that
plantation in the 1860s and 1870s, not until, there
wasn't a realization of a collective self util the
'20s.
MC:

The Harlem Renaissance

.

.

.

MB:
That's right, that's a very important
sociological understanding.
That was a sociological
phenomena of the first order.
And Alaine Locke
understood that, very well, he wrote a book about
that.
That's why he was important.
I think he should
have gotten a Pulitzer prize for that, because he
recognized that and he made that plain to a lot of
people, a lot of people.
He made it plain to Aaron
Douglas, who told me about that and it didn't register
until years later.
That's why that was important.
But that statements been made.
It should . . . and it
probably will continue to be made, though, there is a
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collective ethnic self, but that ethnic self is
changing all the time because the experience is
changing.
The experience is going to change so the
value system is going to change and the character then
is going to change, it's always changing.
So, we have
to have a continual registration of that change.
That's important, but I think that can also be done in
the context of things like this too.
This is one of .
. . it's just another statement, it's another
statement on the road.
I just want this to be
benchmark.
When I talk to people about Connecticut
Industry, about this piece, I say that all I really
want to do is to reach people first, to give people a
sense that when they see . . . when they think
Connecticut Industry, I want them to think this image.
If they do that, then I'll have achieved my objective.
It's very simple.
It's all I want them to do.
To
establish a benchmark ... a benchmark.

Shirley Whitaker
SW:
I don't know if I . . . ever said, you know, if
someone asked me what you want to be in life ... I
put a space and put artist.
I don't think I ever did
that. . . . Even now, someone says I'm an artist, I
think maybe in the last two years somebody referred to
me as an artist and I said, I don't know about that.
'Cause ... I came into it the other way.
Not the
way that you take art classes.
I never really took an
art class.
I'm a physician.
I'm trained in the area of . .
. biology and transplant medicine and so, I think I
came in art that way.
People always said, you're very
good at sketching and stuff like that.
I always heard
those comments and I always felt a love for art, but I
remember the first time when I sketched something was
when I was growing up.
My cousin was ... he was
what I considered an artist, and I used to watch him
sketch.
We didn't call him an artist, we just said he
loved to draw.
I don't think I knew that word.
I
remember seeing him write in sand and it was like
magic that he could write, because we . . . didn't
have paved
MC:

streets,

Where's

we had dirt.

that?

SW:
In South Georgia, and I remember drawing in road,
and it was mine, because I hadn't even started school
yet so I didn't have my own paper and pen and nothing
like that.
My sisters had that, . . . only big kids
had that.
And you pen and paper and stuff, I never
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had that.
I think now people give kids pens and paper
to doodle on, no one really did that with me, I don't
remember doing that.
So I drew in the sand and I was so excited that I
wouldn't let cars go that way to ride over my picture
in the sand.
I thought it would be there forever and
I remember going to bed and going to sleep and the
next morning I woke up and they had driven over my
drawings and how upset I was.
I didn't know how to
preserve it.
So I remember that and plus my cousin and another
boy like, Larry Johnson, they used to sketch all the
time or draw and I used to watch them. ... I think I
was very hyper in school and I think one way to maybe
calm myself down was to maybe doodle in school.
I
think I started by seeing if I could copy what I saw.
. . . I started school I think when I was about four
years old, and no one had taught me my alphabets or
anything, but I wanted to learn ... I wanted to be
so good at it.
I remember trying to do the letter G
and it had all these little curvy things coming off of
it and I can remember trying to copy that so that it
could be perfect, because I guess I wanted to get
praise from my teacher, I assume now, I don't know.
I
remember working at that real hard and I think with
the alphabets, trying to get them to look just like
they were in the book.
I think I did it . . . start
doing it with other things, trying to make it look
just like it looked for real.
So in school I started
doing that more and I found that if I was bored in
school I would try that . . . just do things to
entertain myself.
MC:
Were you conscious that you were actually
training your eye?
SW:
I don't know.
I don't know I was . . .no.
No
one said do this to train yourself, it was just a way
for me to teach myself something.
And through
repetition, try to do it well.
Because G was a
problem. ... I wanted the G with the little
squirrelly things on it, I wanted to do that, and that
G to me was the hardest letter in the alphabet to do
that well.
I can't think of another one that had that
many circles and squirrelly things.
So I worked on G,
G was tough for me.
I realized when I was in seventh
grade, when I sketched a teacher that I did not like,
and everybody said, you copied him just like he was.
But I found out ... I was scared the only way I
could copy ... be able to sketch someone, was
someone I didn't like, and I didn't know if that was
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good.
I didn't like the way he did the class,
didn't think he was fair, I didn't like him.
MC:
You had some kind of strong emotional
about him?

I

feeling

SW:
And I sketched him.
Maybe that was my way of
relief.
Then the school ... I think in the seventh
grade they would start me doing the bulletin board,
you know, they find you could sketch anything, they
start you doing the leaves, you know, I never knew
what autumn leaves were, I mean, we don't have that in
Georgia.
We have pine trees.
I didn't understand
what these leaves were, and they had these pictures of
leaves, so each month they would pick certain people,
if you showed any artistic ability to do the bulletin
board for the month.
So we did the Puritans and the
duck, turkey ... I mean these things I never seen.
I didn't know what a Puritan was.
I didn't understand
why we was putting those people up there.
It was all
. . . they were White people.
Every month you had to
do a bulletin board.
I think teachers started having
me do that.
MC:
Did they support your art?
Was this like a way
of saying it's good that you can do this?
SW:
No one ever said. ... I think they would ask me
to come and draw things, they wanted something to be
drawn.
They would ask me to copy and do it for them
and put it on the board or something like that.
If I
did a report, I knew I could enhance it by doing a
sketch in it. . . . Like if I had to do something in a
Science class, you know, in eighth grade, I did some
sketches in there, in the Science class or something
like that for a book that I did, and ... I think
they would get me to do stuff like that.
That were
maybe artistic.
MC:

What'd your family think about these abilities?

SW:
They didn't . . . nobody said anything.
I mean,
they probably didn't . . . they may have known . . .
you know, just ... I don't think even . . . somebody
may have told them I could sketch a little bit.
MC:

Yeah,

SW:

No.

but nobody ever mentioned the word artist?

MC:
What do you think their reaction would have been
if you had said at that time, "I want to be artist"?
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^W:
• • . My parents were not educated, so I don't
know if they would have understood what that meant.
That might have been frightening for them.
My brother
and sister had gone to college, they may have
understood, but if I said I wanted to be [an] artist,
I don't think my parents would have told you no, as
long as they know it was something . . . not something
to harm anything.
I don't think they tried to
restrict us.
They'd have said, "Baby, that's really
nice."
Just as long as you was a good child and did
your homework and that kind of stuff and no trouble, I
don't think they would have cared, you know, if I said
I was going to be an artist.
I don't know if they . .
. they never asked me what I wanted to be about
anything.
You know, just as long as I was doing my
lessons and doing all right, and I think I did then,
so I think they just let it go.
MC:
That's a guestion I'd love to ask a lot of
parents of African-American students, because our
numbers in the art department where I teach, are
really low as far as African-American students.
SW:
Really?
Well see, I don't know if you put a
value on that, 'cause they don't know what you're
going to as an artist.
How you going to feed
yourself?
Maybe you know if you can teach school as
an artist, if my parents were to say that, they would
say, yeah, you can take care of yourself doing that.
My cousin, who could sketch, they wanted him . . .
somebody tried to hire him to do those things that
when you ride down the highway you see the board . . .
what are those things?
Billboards.
'Cause see my dad
said that boy can really draw, he can have a good job
doing that.
So I think they saw that with him, so
maybe they would have thought that I could have been
pretty good with that.
But they didn't know the
opportunities of anything, so you know, if you wanted
to do it, they would probably say "Well, baby, we'll
do what we can to help you." . . . I'm sure that's
what they would have done.
They never told me no
about anything.
MC:

What did you tell them you wanted to be?

SW:
I don't know if I ever ... I mean, one time I
wanted to be a nurse, I remember saying that.
And I
think I was influenced by that because Imogene D.'s
sister was a nurse.
And that's . . . the only Black
doctor I can remember, that's the early thing I think
I wanted to be in the ninth or tenth grade.
Tenth
grade or something like that, to be a nurse or
something, tenth or eleventh grade, and I think I said
I wanted to be in the Science. . . . My sister did
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Science or something like that in college.
So I think
. . . when people asked, what you want to be, I think
that's probably what I would have said.
MC:
Do you think you said Nurse,
think you could be Doctor?

because you didn't

SW:
I didn't know ... I never thought whether I
could be one ... I don't know if I said it ... I
said it because it was something I knew.
That
Imogene's sister was a nurse, and therefore, that was
a possibility.
There was a Black doctor in our community, but I
never ... I just knew . . . often I had seen him,
but he never really was . . .he never did seek out
kids in the Black Community that was talented or
anything like that.
The idea of me becoming a
physician when I was in the eighth or ninth grade, I
started working for this White physician.
But I was
just baby-sitting and being a maid basically.
You
know, making money on the side.
This doctor said
something about . . . that he thought I was real
smart, that I should be physician.
And I said why
does a White man want me to be a physician? ... I
was real leery about that ... I said, you know, I
wouldn't visit him when I went off to college.
But
every summer he'd tell my Mother, you know whenever
she come home, tell her to come see me, she really . .
. she should be a physician, she's real bright, she'll
do well.
MC:

And you didn't believe him?

SW:
I was leery because, why would this White man
tell me to be a physician?
You know, ... he never
really said anything to me.
He was very quiet, he
would come in the house and go into his bedroom. . . .
He'd work all night, and go into his bedroom and sleep
and go . . . and I just saw him coming and going, he
never said ten words to me.
But he evidently,
something he saw, I don't know with my dealing with
his children, because they were bad little kids, and I
believe in discipline, and I think I was the first
person that came there that demanded something out of
them.
I started setting rules for them and they
wasn't used to that.
That they had to learn certain
things.
Please . . . thank you ... it was simple
things, they didn't know that.
They was just wild.
MC:

Were you in touch with him when you received your

degree?
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SW:
Oh yeah.
I sent him an invitation.
He set up an
account for me at the Major. . . . It's called the
Major Medical Bookstore in Atlanta for me to buy all
of my books for four years of medical school.
He had
an open account.
Whatever I bought he paid for.
MC:
So he wasn't just patronizing you,
that there was something there?
SW:
. .
counter,
it.

he believed

. Whatever I charged, I just go to the
they wrote on his account, and he paid for

He said let me know when you get a chance, you
know at a certain point you're going to need your
little black bag and stuff to go in it.
You let us
know and we'll take care of that for you.
We'll buy
all that for you.
And I remember ... I told him
that I needed it and when my bag came in he said, he
told my mama, tell Shirley we've got everything ready
for her when she comes.
I remember sitting in his
office.
He had a little room where they have coffee
and tea, where they sit in there alone, you know, a
little restroom. . . . And I went in there . . .
sitting there waiting for him and a drug rep came in.
The doctor bag was in this room, and I was looking at
it and the drug rep said, "You think you can handle
what's in that bag?", and H. K. came in behind him and
said, if she can't we'll teach her how.
And his
voice, his voice was very curt and this guy let him
know, I don't like what you said.
He said "If she
can't we'll teach her everything in there, and teach
her how to use it."
MC:

Is he still alive?

SW:
He's still alive.
Yes, in my little hometown.
And the last time I was there in March, one of . . .
his kids that I took care of sent me some pictures of
their children, 'cause they wanted me to see them and
all that.
They still remember me and they still talk
about me and want to see me and . . . that's the one I
beat the most.
I tore that butt up.
That's how I got
into medicine.
MC:
Did you have any kind of art experiences
college?
SW:

No.

MC:

Where did you go to college?

in

SW:
I went to Emery McMann.
And, when I was in high
school when I thought I'd be able to take art, they
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put me in a certain track ... a college track . . .
and that didn't include anything but Science courses
and stuff like that.
It didn't include art,
homemaking, I mean, none of this stuff.
And I wanted
to take Art so bad, I remember wanting that . . .
MC:

But there was Art in the school?

SW:
There was Art there.
I remember the Art teacher.
And I remember standing outside that room, wanting so
bad to go in there.
I just wanted to know how you did
that . . . how you did that stuff.
I just wanted to
know if I could put it on a canvas.
Then when I went
to undergrad school.
In '87 I was in Oregon, and my husband was in
Brooklyn.
I spent a year in Oregon and I moved there
in July and I had nothing to do in the evening time
and I asked them, I said, I need somebody to tell me
how to put oil on this canvas.
I got an oil set when
I finished medical school in 1979, and I wanted to
know.
I had doodled and tried to do stuff, in the
meantime, I had tried ... I didn't know what acrylic
was, I had done a little thing for a gift for a friend
of mine, for her son's . . . baby . . . as a birthday
gift.
I remember trying to do it . . .1 think I did
it all in acrylic, I didn't know the difference,
that's how bad off I was.
She still has it framed in
his room.
I remember doing stuff, trying to doodle
along, picking up stuff here and there.
Trying to
teach myself.
I bought the oil set in 1979, I finished medical
school . . . but before that I had done this little
acrylic painting for a friend of mine.
But I didn't
know how to put nothing on a canvas, I didn't know. .
. . In '87 I asked somebody when I was in Oregon if
they knew anybody who taught art?
I just want
somebody to tell me how to put the oil on the canvas.
If they could tell me, I think I could go from there.
So I went to this guy, his name was Troubadour, I
don't remember his first name, and I asked him, I
said, I just want you to tell me, how to put, what you
do, when you get a canvas in front of you, what you
supposed to do?
MC:

How do you prepare

it?

SW:
Yeah.
And, he did.
He told me how to prime if I
want to and did I want to do oil or acrylic or
tempera, you know, I didn't know none of that stuff.
I got an oil set at home . . . and so, he told me,
just some approaches to doing it.
He was good because
he let me do what I wanted to do and he would only
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give comments, he would come by.
He said, "Think
about this, would you like to consider doing this, if
you tried this, shaded," he said, "use your hand for
this" . . . he would give little tips and leave me
alone.
MC:
Have you had a class since then?
formal class?

After your

SW:
No, no.
And I went to him maybe eight to ten
times, just maybe for an hour, and he had about six of
us in his school on Tuesdays.
And the things I said I
liked about him was he just let me go at my own pace
and didn't try to overshadow me.
He let me do what I
wanted to do.
So, I developed independence from day
one and I needed that.
And willing to take my own
risks and play around with the canvas.
MC:
How were you able to balance your training as a
physician and this love for art?
SW:
Well,
other one,

when I'm doing one, I may think of the
you know, there's no way I can't.

Most of the paintings ... I think I can divide
them up. . . .1 think the central thing is basically
the South, where I grew up, I mean that although you
may see some things, that doesn't fit into that . . .
that Black thing. . . . You know, the theme is
[pre]dominantly Blacks.
I think a lot of the things I
paint is what I remember when I was growing up. . . .
Things I just imprint in mind from when I was growing
up, so I think that's what the theme is.
MC:

Do you think that they're autobiographical?

SW:
That may be.
Some of them are, I'm sure they
are.
Things that I remember, I seen, I just remember,
there's just certain things I remember.
My sisters
say I remember so much. . . . Things . . . when I was
smaller, how you remember that stuff.
But somehow
it's imprinted in my mind really strong. . . . Some
things just come to me.
My mind presses me to do
certain things, like sketch certain things or
something, you know, like that piece.
That piece kept
coming to me . . . like do it . . .1 mean, I wanted
to put that on a canvas, but it was just like, like
something kept saying, put it on paper, so I said, I
never ... I never really done work in charcoal.
I'd
be first to admit I don't know what I was doing. . . .
I was saying I don't even know how to approach this,
but like something was guiding me to do that.
You
see, if you start with the face, the rest will fall
into place.
So I did the face first and then I just
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started working from there.
I don't know if that's
the right way to approach it; I don't know, but that's
how I approached it.
And then the rest I just began
to working and filling it in.
When I went to buy the
paper, the lady said this is a big piece of paper.
I
said I know, but I don't know if I have a choice.
It's just like, it was the way it was supposed to be
done.
If that makes sense, I don't know.
But, you
know, like so many times ... I hate painting cotton.
Cotton's a pain, 'cause I hate doing things that are
redundant, like all them leaves ... I hate doing
stuff like that.
You know, repetitious . . .
Someone told F.R. about my work and he came here
and he loved what he saw.
He really thinks that what
I do is . . .
maintaining a history, history is being
maintained here, that's what he thinks.
It's funny
when people come and look at pieces, I wish I
sometimes had a videotape just to watch their
response.
I would like to have a show in the South,
in certain parts of the South, and just let them come
in.
And I'd have them videotaped and see what their
comments would be.
I would love to have it where
they're videotaped to see what the comments are.
Because it's funny when people walk in, they say,
Lord, the older people say, Lord, when the last time
I've seen that, and they go and touch the painting. .
. . One time this piece was shown, he stood by there
all night, he said, this is my piece.
You painted my
mama . . . this is my mama, he says you got everything
here except our house, you got everything except our
house, I'm standing by my mama, this here.
And this
piece was . . . this was my piece and he stood around
it all night during the show.
Because it was
something they felt about it, you know.
And people
would walk in, you see the ladies going to church, you
got one lady going to church, they say, that lady go
to my church.
Everybody . . . there's a painting of
my husband's mother, everybody claimed they know this
woman.
They say, that lady go to my church.
His
mother goes to a lot of churches.
But, the
interaction, ... I think it's really amazing.
I think something they connect with or they smile
or they laugh when they see it and they say girl, who
told you about this?
You know, say things that you
don't have to say anything else, they know the whole
meaning.
There's one that I'm going to do about Argo
Starch and in the South when a woman is sitting with
argostarch, if you ask me to write down comments of
what is going on in this painting, you'll see that
somebody is pregnant.
MC:

Why

.

.

.?
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SW:
And I won't have to tell them that.
Because
women in the South, a lot of them get pregnant, eat
Argostarch.
MC:
That's interesting that you said that, because
. . . My mother is from North Carolina, she's from
Durham, and there's a neighbor of theirs that is
always eating starch.

.

SW:
Yeah.
people eat

They love the consistency of it.
starch and they eat certain types

Some
of clay.

MC:
Yeah,
crazy.

and you

she was

see

I

always

thought

that

SW:
And there's certain parts, you see in Africa too,
there is certain parts and when I was at Mount
Holyoke, working as a physician one day and this girl
came in with anemia and I said, you know, and I asked
this girl, "How much clay you eating?"
She says, "I
didn't . . . what do you mean?"
And I said, "How much
clay are you eating?"
She said, "Who told you I eat
clay?"
"I'm just asking how much are you eating."
And, see, she's from South Africa.
They eat the clay
there, too.
But a certain consistency, which she
couldn't get here, here she cannot get the clay, so
she was stealing the chalk; in the chalk, she had
selected the chalk and found one that had the
consistency similar to the clay, so you eat the chalk.
And you see chalk . . . if it's soft enough, it's like
starch, ever seen a chunk of Argostarch?
It has that
same kind of consistency, so she was eating the chalk
out of the classroom, she was stealing all the chalk
from Mount Holyoke.
I bet they said "Where's all that
chalk going?"
She's eating chalk left and right.
Some of my Black patients at the V.A. Hospital, I
wish that I could photograph so that I could sketch
them in the future, because they've got the hands and
the facial . . . you know, so, so many, they're the
ones that came from the South that are living here
now.
MC:

So they're hitting home

for you.

SW:
Yeah.
So I can see that in their language, you
know.
When they get in a room they start talking and
you get that whole, you know, whole thing from them .
. . so I'd like to . . . they give me images and stuff
like

that.

MC:

When did you

come to Massachusetts?

SW:

We

in

came here

'87

I
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think.

MC:
Has that changed your imagery or did it make you
desire to paint these, what I call autobiographical
images stronger?
SW:
I think it probably gave me the opportunity to do
it more because, in New England people are so distant,
so when we got here I didn't know anyone so I was
entertaining myself by painting.
So it gave me
something I could do and I didn't need no one to do it
with me.
And I would paint and have these things and
I'd just be doing my little thing and just keep busy,
being busy and not being deprived.
MC:
But being here
inspirational?

is

not

something you

find

SW:
It doesn't enhance anything I do,
'cause all this
stuff is what I brought with me.
It didn't give this
to me.
[This body of paintings.]
MC:

It kind of goes wherever you go.

SW:
Yeah.
And images . . . the sketch of the one I'm
doing of Argostarch is already in my mind.
One I want
to do is a little boy playing marbles.
I mean that's
in my mind.
I don't know where I would I like to see it go?
As I said before, I would like to see one day where
people can be video-tapped seeing it and different
areas of the South.
And I'd like to see their
response to it.
I think they're positive images of
Black people, that's important to me.
So, I think
it's evolving slowly and I'm learning.
There's a lot
I need to know, because I'm sure, a person who is
trained in art would come in here and say God, look at
all those mistakes, this crazy stuff, but it's all I
know and I don't know the rules, so I just blow them
all.
Well, I think what my life is like may vary from
week to week, or day to day.
It all depends on what
I'm doing, you know.
How time consuming medicine can
be, right now, I'm studying for a test, and so that's
taking a lot of time.
And . . . it's going to take a
lot of time.
But somehow in there I will try to . . .
something artistic is always going through my head.
So, if I'm not doing it . . . doing some art work, I
will mostly have things on my agenda, mentally.
And,
I've been working doing a little more etching, because
I think that's something I need to take advantage of
the opportunity, I have to learn the etchings, because
if something happens, I move, I don't have the
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opportunity any more.
I mean I could come back here
at times to work on certain things.
MC:
You know you mentioned before, when we last
talked that, you want to present a positive, not role
models necessarily, but positive images of
African-Americans.
SW:
Positive images . . . that's very important to
me.
That's very important, because I think that's one
of the reasons why I started painting ... I know
that's one of the reasons I wanted to paint is out of
anger and because the Black African-American life and
what made us what we are is very important to me.
And
this is one way of putting out something positive
about my people.
MC:
Where do you see the negative
African-Americans being portrayed?
SW:

images of

Where are they not being portrayed?

I think at every level of our lives, my life, if
I look at T.V., if I go to the movie, if I listen . .
. Okay, . . . statements, such as Quota Queen, these
things make me angry, because I know people that you
know, that if a Black woman is called a queen, it's
got a tag hanging on it.
You should never say she is
a queen.
And why can't my mother be called a queen?
My mother worked hard.
Yes, there is always something to hang off
someone ... a sticker to degrade, yes she's a queen,
but she's a welfare queen.
She's a quota queen, she's
some type of abusive queen, she's taking away from the
system and not giving back.
Some negative in front of
that queen, why can't she just say she's a queen?
MC:
That's very good.
television?

What about the

images on

SW:
I'm not a lover of television because you know,
limit what I look at myself.
MC:
I mean some people would say you looked at . . .
like they'd pick up maybe the Cosby Show and say I
guess you could compare that to say, you know, a show
like "Good Times" which was made like fifteen years
ago, twenty years ago, that there is some kind of an
evolution.
SW:
I think it needs a balance or a cross-section. .
. . I wouldn't ask anybody to portray Blacks as being
all positive, all perfect, 'cause that wouldn't make
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sense either.
But I don't need us to be all the drug
pushers, prostitutes, illiterates, whatever, you want
to say.
I mean those exist, too, as part of our, you
know, we are the spectrum and I respect. . . . Those
still are my people.
But I don't look for something
uplifting to make me feel good, I look at T.V. and go
to bed at night.
When I look at the news and I see
the little Haitian kids, sitting there eating and the
look of their eyes, you know, it's got to be painful
to go on a boat and try to make it someplace that want
to send you back.
Those things for me maybe, you
know, and I know that a strong association with how
much pigmentation in our skin.
MC:
Could you see yourself doing images that didn't
involve Blacks?
Can you see yourself as being
satisfied as working as an abstractionist?
SW:
I may do that a little and I'm sure I could for
one, abstract, could I do anything abstract?
I've
done a few pieces that were abstract, because for me
it's a relief of playing around and working to see if
I can create this with the different tubes and stuff
like that, and just play with this see what it looks
like when I'm finished.
I don't mind doing a little
bit of abstract.
Some of my paintings you look,
there's a pile that is all abstract, so I don't have a
problem with that.
Do I . . . would I feel
comfortable painting another race of people?
It all
depends, I don't, maybe if I was in a situation where
I knew them well ... I don't think it's fair for me
to paint people that ... I don't know them.
You
understand?
I don't think it's fair for me to paint a
scene of a White lady's kitchen, and I don't know if
I'm doing it justice, because I really don't know it.
. . . Well, another thing, if you look at this
painting for Blacks, some people look at this and it
automatic . . . clicks certain things.
Because I can
click, I can identify with it, I understood it.
I
don't think it'd be well if I sit here and paint and
if I was in . . . say I lived in a certain part of New
York where I was around Jewish people, and I see
something that clicked in my mind and said, "Oh, I
would love to paint that."
Then maybe I could paint
it, but I don't know if I could do it justice trying
to incorporate part of my life into it, because I
don't know if that would be fair to them, you know
what I'm saying?
I ... if you gave me a photograph
and I said oh I like that . . .1 may be able to paint
it, but part of my painting is what I have seen and
what I have felt and I don't know if I could do that
fairly and justify, in other words, I don't have the
arrogance that some people have that I can go and live
in a Black community for one year and write a book on
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them.
Do you understand?
I don't have that
arrogance.
To me that's arrogance.
Because a lot of
that . . . that makes that community is years of
knowing that community, that culture.
That's like me
going to spend weekends with. ... I have friends
that are Puerto Ricans, but for me to write a book
about them, I think I'd be losing my mind; in other
words, I don't know that I could do them justice, and
I don't think, if I can't do them justice, I won't do
them at all.
Does it make sense?
MC:
I guess it was about four years ago there was an
exhibition at, I think it was in Washington, it was
images of Blacks in Western Art, I think that was the
title of it and for the most part I think these are
all images done by Whites.
The show was actually
curated by a Black Curator who since has died.
SW:
I don't know if I could say the only people that
should paint Blacks, are Blacks; I don't think it
would be fair for me to say that.
I just only can say
that . . . what I can do justice to is what I know.
And I don't know if I am, I think depending on what
that show was in Washington, some Whites have all of
their lives, uh. . . . Who's the writer from
Mississippi, all his life, spent more time with Blacks
than they did with Whites?
The one that wrote the, oh
gosh, the famous writer, I'm blanking . . . but he was
. . . it will come to me . . .he spent more time
around Blacks so he may have been raised by Whites
were raised by Blacks, you know.
They just went, you
know, and trying to go to college. . . . You know,
maybe went home, but they spent most of their time
around Blacks, so they may have picked up things.
But
they still cannot see things through my eyes because
I'm in a certain situation that they are not in.
Anytime when you're the servant and the served, there
are two different images that you see.
MC:
Do you see it as a responsibility that you have,
to communicate these positive images of Blacks?
SW:
There is no way that I ... I have to ... I
mean I can't see myself doing otherwise.
I don't
think I could sit for hours and hours in front of a
camera that depicted my people as being something
negative.
I don't think I can do that.
MC:
Do you feel that this is your responsibility to
show images of these memories that you have that are
mostly positive images of your people?
SW:
I think for me to have the ability to do it and
not do it would in a way be a sort of a shame.
Some
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people want to do this abstract stuff, they can't help
that.
And so the image that I'm able to depict may be
one that people can identify with and relate as
opposed to somebody taking two pieces of iron and
putting them together and saying this is a Black man
being hung.
That's a way of putting it, somebody may
not get it, but if I depict somebody hanging from a
tree, you say, I got it.
You know, so I think that if
I had an opportunity to do something positive or do
something that would educate and uplift and all that
and don't do what I sort of think that that's a loss.
MC:
Because there is a controversy that continues to
go on among African-American artists . . . people that
work in kind of a narrative realistic fashion like you
do, and those that work in a non-political abstract,
non-representational style.
SW:
Have you ever tried to force yourself to do some
other type of work that just don't agree with you?
You're doing it and you say, God I hate this.
Why you
hate it you can't say.
Now I know what that . . . you
know, I've tried to force myself to do other things
before I'm ready, psychologically ready, for whatever
reason, maybe some day I can do it right, now I can't
do it, and I don't know if some of us have a choice in
life about that.
What clicks that they feel good when
they're doing it.
And, it just happened that my thing
is that I have these pictures in my head that I need
to put on canvas, at one point that may stop.
MC:
So you appreciate abstraction on a technical
level?
SW:
I appreciate the fact that some people may not
have that choice.
They love . . . for some reason
when they're putting it on the abstract it's something
that for them, whatever makes them feel good.
I don't
know.
It's not fair for me to say if you aren't doing
something that the people can understand, you just
can't be doing it.
I don't know if that's right for
me to say that.
I mean, as I said, next week
something may click and I just say I don't want to do
this anymore.
I mean, 'cause I did those flowers that
first time and you don't see too many flowers no more.
I said I don't want to do no more flowers.
And I, you
know, I may not ever do anything with cotton fields no
more.
So, now, I understand that when I've tried to
force myself to do something else and I've just found
myself going against the grain.
MC:
There's a case that I can recall.
I don't know
if you're familiar with the Studio Museum in Harlem?
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SW:

I've heard of it.

MC:
Yeah.
When that first opened I think it was in
'69, there was a new director and he had this guy, Tom
Lloyd a sculptor.
He was called a modernist sculptor.
He looked like any other Western abstract sculptor.
And he was the inaugural exhibition and the people in
Harlem were so outraged that this guy who was part of
the main stream artists in New York City was chosen.
And the first director pretty much had to just quit.
He had to basically walk before they made him run over
this one exhibition.
So he lasted just for that one
exhibition and then he was gone because the people in
the neighborhood felt that this had nothing to say to
them.
SW:
Springfield is bringing a Black sculptor to the
museum , and they want to try to encourage Blacks to
come and see his work.
I mean, he does stuff that's
abstract.
The main thing was, they want to get Blacks to
come and see it.
I said, unless you make sure Blacks
know he's Black, and make sure they understand these
titles because Black. ... I mean, I'm serious, they
may look at this and that's okay, but they may look at
something that I've done just with abstract and
they'll say, "I don't want to see that, that ain't no
real brothers."
But there's a group of Blacks that's
going to say that and there's a group that you know,
will look at it for the artistic ability that's there.
I think, you know, the museum can look and say, God
this guy is considered one of the top three Black
sculptors in the country.
When Blacks may identify,
and understand what. . . . Who's the guy at UMass., D.
H., they may look at his stuff and they can identify a
little bit better because you can at least figure out
a head and hand and stuff, but when you get two pieces
of metal together and tell them this is portrait of a
Black man, they say, I don't need that stuff.
But,
so, you've got a hard sell.
Next year they're
bringing in "I Dream A World in Black," photographs,
so you know, in fact this photograph this guy did,
pictures of these Black women. . . . They can look at
them and say I'm going to see Oprah.
And so, I don't
think it's fair.
I don't think it was right if you
don't ... I mean people don't ... I don't think
they have a choice.
I used to think they did but I
just don't think so anymore. You have to go with what
makes you feel and I'm sorry to say, but that's what a
part of art is.
MC:
Whatever their experiences are that led them to
those images.
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SW:
That's right, and I don't know if I have the
power ... if anybody else has the right to look at
it and say, I mean you can say that, but you don't
have the right to take away his right to do that.
You
say, you can do what you want to do, but it ain't my
thing.
So, and that's all right, but don't deny
anyone the chance to do that.
Too often we do that . . . if we don't say it to
them in the way that we want it to sound we said, chop
out his tongue, he ain't staying Black . . . and I
don't know if that's fair.
It may . . . you know, if
that's ... if you only do it . . . that limits our
creativity, and I think Black people are very
creative.
Their energy is unbelievable.
The stuff
that . . . any time you think we can't, we jazz, and
nobody has done anything since.
That tells you what
we're dealing with.
MC:
That brings me to another debate, too, I mean,
should African-American artists be seeking artistic
exposure from these White institutions?
SW:
I don't think I have a right . . . why not?
I
mean, you, but if they accept your stuff fine.
But if
they don't, fine, too.
Don't go there using that as a
yardstick to judge whether you're good or not.
MC:
The other opportunities are in alternative spaces
like the Studio Museum caters to primarily
African-American artists, but you know, artists of
color, they're real artists, but it's considered an
alternative.
SW:
Well you know, I don't think . . .it's so sad
that you, this one has closed you out and then you get
stuck over here and you think, well I want to have the
option and it's not there.
I think, at least realize
it's not there, and be honest.
I think that Black
people make enough money, the thing is knowing how to
tap it because Blacks want to buy from Blacks.
I
know, we haven't figured out how to tap that, but it's
real.
MC:
Does one try for integration or do you become an
isolationist?
SW:
Well if you try to integrate and they don't let
you, and you feel a need to show your work, . . .
segregation is not by choice, but by the situation.
MC:

But do you keep hammering at those closed doors?
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SW:
Not to be used and abused.
At what price do you
hammer at that door?
Right.
Until you're
prostituted?
No.
You've got to have some rules for
survival for yourself instead of for your art.
MC:
How does racism reveal
profession?

itself

in the medical

SW:
Oh Lord, you know, some people that's gone
through medicine, it may have been perfect for them, I
can only speak for myself, it's a very racist
environment.
You know most of the teacher hospitals
learn on Blacks.
And once people learn, they don't
take you on as patients.
Any teaching hospital in
this country that is known to be great, people learn
on Blacks, on minorities, or [on] poor people.
Johns
Hopkins Hospital, famous.
See who their clientele is
while the doctors are in school . . . and see who
their clientele are when they get out of Johns
Hopkins.
Name any famous teaching hospital, that's
how they learn, they learn on you, but once they learn

MC:

They don't want to see you.

SW:

They don't want to see you.

MC:

It's like a lab rat?

SW:
You're a lab rat. That's right.
And don't ever
forget it.
You're Black, you're Black, you're Black,
you're minority and you're poor.
Any teaching
hospital, I don't care where ... I don't . . . name
it, they learn, you know, it's just, they learn on us.
And so, their impression of us is that.
All of us,
those receiving the training.
Some had never seen
Blacks before in their lives, see them when they go to
train.
They've never touched Blacks, you know.
MC:

Do you recall the students saying this?

SW:
My classmates told me they'd never .
said he was from New Jersey, he went to .
"I never really have been around Blacks."
a very, very well-off family.

.
.

. this guy
.he said,
He was from

I remember one case where ... I mean to sit
there and go through this in training ... I remember
this Black guy ... I remember there was a case, [an]
alcoholic came in . . . and of course they had to
insert a tube down [his] nose, okay, and because he's
throwing up blood you've got to put it in and pull
back and see if you're getting any blood.
And if
you're getting any blood and you go through all this
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and
once you get that tube in, he's an alcoholic and
he's belligerent and acting up, so the resident got
angry and shoved the hose, the patient coded, and the
man died.
They took an X-ray to see where the hose
went, it went straight up into his head.
You know the
attendant is going to give this guy, he basically
killed this guy, I mean, this guy killed this guy, and
you know, what are they going, you know, his career is
over.
They come in and show it ... an X-ray doing a
grand round, the Chief, Chief of Surgery says, so
that's what they mean when they say up-your-nose.
And
they all laughed.
Think about it.
MC:
Let's move on to a different subject. What do you
think of the use of labels. Do you think of yourself
as a physician and an artist, or do you see yourself
as a African American physician and an African
American artist?
SW:
Well I think idealistically they look at me and
say she is a physician.
No big deal.
But, at this
point in time we may need to label me because a lot of
people need to know that I'm African-American.
There
is so many people out there still look, they . . .
when they come in and feel I'm a Black doctor . . .
they feel good.
They need that.
So when it gets to a
point where it's not needed, don't use it.
But I
think is that we aren't to that point yet.
Someday
maybe we'll be there, it won't matter, what label you
put in front of me, but right now I don't think we're
there yet.
People still can know that I am a Black
physician.
They need to know that.
There are kids in
the Ghetto, there are kids just want to touch me.
I'm
amazed at that, but you know, even when I go visit
family, they all come to the table and sit and talk,
ask questions, you know, she's a doctor.
I mean,
people say ... we aren't fazed by it . . . you know,
no big deal, especially in California, a lot of my
friends were physicians, so it wasn't no big deal for
us, but people need to see this.
People need to know
that we're still out there doing and that we can do.
They need to know . . . and some people are very proud
to know that I'm a Black physician.
Some people are
frightened.
MC:

Have White patients

questioned you?

SW:
Oh they, some of them, they ask me and where was
you trained?
And I just rattle on down, and I say,
"And why do you want to know?"
"Oh, hey,
'cause I . .
."
I say, "I ain't telling you nothing, go to the
Directors and ask them where's my training.
And get
out of here."
Because depending on what mood I'm in,
you know.
But that don't happen often.
Some of the
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patients said, one of my patients heard somebody say
something in the waiting room, said, "She's a Black
doctor, I wonder if she know anything."
"Woo," he
say, "she's a Black doctor and she's a mighty good
one."
He was furious.
He says, this guy is an
engineer who has ... I mean he was a consultant for
the U.S. Government, China and England at the same
time.
And he says, "I've gone to the best physicians
money can buy, and you're the best thing that's
happened to me."
So he said, "I don't want to hear
this other stuff."
MC:

He's

a White guy?

SW:
Oh yeah, he said ... "I come to the V.A. but I
have got another physician, he understands that you
are the one that makes the decisions about me, not
him.
And I made it clear to him that the only reason
I was coming to him is because my wife wanted somebody
outside the V.A. in case she needed somebody, so that
you don't, she makes decisions that involve me because
she's told me things that have saved my life."
MC:
Do you think you'll start doing you know you
mentioned images of your profession?
Do you think
you'll start doing images?
SW:
I don't feel it yet.
One day may come where I
would do that.
I don't feel that yet.
I feel there
are other things, I think it's a stage and maybe
someday . . . this will be finished and I won't need
to do these things anymore.
MC:
Are you
experiences?
it's

surprised of the scope of your
Are you surprised that, the art

that

led to?

SW:
Yeah.
Now I've had that dream ... my mind, you
know, I wanted to do that and to see it into reality
is really, really nice, you know.
I know that I've
always loved art, I mean, ever since I can remember.
I'm just, it's just nice that I get a chance to do it.
MC:
Do you ever like think back at how like these
experiences that you've described with the alcoholic
in the emergency room, how he died? Do you sense those
experiences coming through in these works?
SW:
I think that a love for who I am, and the people
that make me who I am, I think maybe that comes from .
. . I want . . . you know, people wrote comments about
the show when it was at Augusta Savage, and their
comments for the women they'd say they were strong,
yet loving.
I don't know how you paint that, but
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people said they saw that, and if I
if I can do that, that's important.
as a very strong . . .

can do
And I

that, but
see my race

MC:
Well an experience like that either makes you
angry, it makes you scared or it makes you stronger.
SW:
It makes you . . . probably all three.
You get
strength from that anger because I couldn't, what
could I do, what could I do, nothing.
Nothing.
It
hurt that I couldn't do anything.
Anger, hurt that I
. . . I was helpless, what could I have done?
And
that's just, that's just one of them, I mean you go
through it in medicine.
I

was doing something in celebration of Black
women and I do the program, I try to make sure that
it's very meaningful.
So if I use a picture, I'll
sketch anything in there and make sure that I've got
poem to go with it that is somehow related to that.

a

Well, I decided, several events bothered me and I
think that Black women in this country or parts of the
world don't get the respect that I think they need for
what they've done.
And, so last year, I guess it's
been, I guess it's been just building over years.
I
think after the Thomas/Hill fiasco or whatever you
want to call it, and I heard this lady, who's the
authority on sexual harassment, the day before the
vote she said, "Well, it would shock me if the vote is
positive for Anita Hill because in this country Black
women basically have no significance."
And that
bothered me.
That this very articulate, very educated
women was not considered. . . . And so, then other
things, all my life you know, as a Black woman, I felt
that we needed to celebrate Black women.
And, there
are so many women who have struggled and I started
this thing, Celebration of Black Women, and the first
time it was held last '92 at Smith, and it sold out
three weeks in advance and I had ... I cut it off at
about eighty-eight women.
And I had three aspects to
it.
I had a program where we had a dinner, a sit-down
dinner, I made sure it was catered by a Black woman, I
made sure that the balloons for all the tables were
from a Black woman, the flowers on the table were from
a Black woman florist, and everyone that participated
was a Black woman.
Invitations were sent to Black
women, they could invite whomever they wanted to
invite, it was up to them, they make the choice.
We
don't have any guest speakers and no M.C.
We don't .
. . someone asked me about giving out awards.
I said,
"If you can give awards to every Black woman out
there, and it'd be the same award, they would give out
an award."
I would not be focusing on anybody, it's
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for all Black women, and so, I had vendors, because I
think economics are very important, so I had about
fourteen Black women vendors.
I did it again this
year and again I had a Black woman cater who came in
from Hartford, the balloons were from a Black woman,
flowers; I made the flowers myself.
This year, I
increased the guest list to a hundred and twenty-five
women for the dinner, and then for the marketplace I
had about thirty-three women, so it doubled from the
year before last.
A group called Black Women of Pioneer Valley gets
together and there was a list from that.
From that
list I and three of us who worked on it, improved that
list and sent out about two-hundred invitations.
And,
after the invitations are sent out, you tell them
their line to reply, and people reply in advance, and
the vendors, some of the vendors from last year came
back; I found there's a craft group of women in
Boston, and there's one woman there who knew a lot of
Black women vendors and she gave the information to
them and they contacted me and they were very excited.
And this year, they telling me I'm going to be ready,
this is my spot here for next year, other women say,
you know, we need a bigger space, because next year
I'm making sure there is going to be more women here.
MC:
How do you see that paralleling your art work?
In the images you do?
SW;
Well, I think my thing with art is strong Black
people.
And I think everything I do, I think it comes
back to that.
My paintings, most of them you see
Black women.
There are Black men in it, but mostly
Black women.
Strong Black women, doing working, doing
things, most of them working.
Doing something, making
a contribution.
So that that's within the theme of
Black women's

celebration.

MC:
What was the reaction from some of the White
people in the Pioneer Valley?
Is the marketplace
open to

is

everybody?

SW:
Anybody that got a dollar or a penny or no money,
can come.
And I think you know, advertisement was
good and a lot of people came.
I was amazed how many
people came.
A lot of people came.
And the vendors
were pleased because vendors said, "I'll be back next
year,
I did well, you know, so that's the main
thing."
And Whites, you know some of them supported
me and cause they understood what I was trying to do,
making sure that everything was done by Blacks.
You
know, like we put posters up about it, if they knew
somebody was a vendor, telling me about it, which was
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important, because I was trying to get as many vendors
as I could.
But each year the list will grow more and
more, I'm sure.
MC:
Is
Month?

it meant to

correspond with

Black History

SW:
No, no, it just worked out that way, because it's
the only time we could get Smith the last year and it
worked out that it's nestled between Black History
Month and National Women's Month, so it's between both
of those.
It's the weekend between, the weekend where
one ends and one begins.
MC:
What do you think of that?
I talk to a lot of
Black artists about this, about you know, the whole
idea of these Black exhibitions that crop up around
Black History Month . . .
SW:
You know what somebody, this is what somebody
said, "Hey, we are around eleven months out of the
year, too."
This Black lady was with us, she said,
"It's really nice to be here this month, but you know,
there are eleven months out of the year we're around,
we don't just sprout up in February, you know."
And
so, I thought about maybe considering next year having
the celebration at another time, you know.
MC:
'Cause
February.

I

know some

artists

won't

show

in

SW:
Well I don't, you know, I don't blame them.
But
I think if you've got the luxury of doing that, that
may be the only time you get and if the right person
walked through you may be set for the rest of your
life.
So if you've got this power to say that, that's
fine, I have no problem with that.
I like ... I
said, you know, I'm alive other times of the year.
And I can understand they say they ask in February,
well say I'm busy that month then push it for another
time of year, but let them, you can do that.
If you
got the option, but if nobody ever ask you to show
your stuff, and something come I don't think you can
be, have the luxury.
Some don't have that luxury, but
the
MC:

ones that have

it use

it.

What do you think about the

idea

of

kind

of

segregated group exhibitions?
SW:

Just

MC:

Yes.

only
Only

Blacks?
Blacks,

only women,

Hispanics.
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only you

know,

SW:
I think that . . . what you're trying to do.
I
think that if you're trying to educate people about
art, and one way to get them . . . say, say you're
trying to educate Springfield Blacks about art, you
got a better chance, maybe of saying this going to get
. . . Blacks, until you educate people, then you have
the luxury of just mixing it all up.
But I don't know
if you're at that point yet.
So I don't know, I
don't, I think that, . . . the artists may need it for
the strength of each other, Blacks may need it . . .
or Hispanics or minority group, whatever group you're
trying to get people in may need it for encouragement
for the mass that you're trying, I mean you're trying
to educate people.
I think ... if you try to
educate some Black kids about art, they may be more
apt to want to see it if they know somebody Black is
doing it, somebody may look like them in it.
You may
get more chance of them coming and enjoying it.
You
can do away with dominant Black and put some ... in
there.
I think anything you're trying to do, you've
got to define what it is you're trying to do.
If you
don't have no purpose, oh I just want to have an art
show, it doesn't matter.
But if you're saying, I want
to have an art show that will start increasing the
interest in the Black community, I think you've got a
better chance of doing that if you use somebody from
the community that they know, or somebody that's Black
and they feel some identity with them.
I think, I may
be wrong.
MC:
No, I mean, it's like, again it's one of
debates that seems to go on year after year .

these
. .

SW:
I think they do all of them.
Why, you know, you
don't, somebody say I don't want to show unless I show
with a mixed group, I don't want to . . . you got the
luxury, take it.
You may be one of those big time
artists that you only can define when you go to a
show.
Or you maybe, you don't care, you don't need
the money, you're doing it for love.
MC:

Some people,

it's the

idea

of being

categorized

.

SW:
Well, I don't care, I'm so tired of being
idealistic and realistic.
Idealistically you want to
be judged by the content of your character, but I'm
sure when you walk into this house and they describe
you, they're going to see a Black man.
I just believe
that.
Maybe someday they won't.
They won't recognize
what color you are.
But, being realistic, I think
they will.
They will define you as that and someday
they may say he was an excellent artist, and. . . .
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You know I
an artist.

didn't

call

him a

Black artist

he was

just

MC:
So do you see these Black History Month events
and these group exhibitions as kind of like a
necessary evil, or a means to an end?
SW:
I think defining what you're trying to do.
It
all depends on what you're trying to do and where you
are when you're trying to do it.
I mean, if you're
the bottom of the heel and you're trying to knock off
something at the top, the better chance of knocking it
off is getting to the top.
You may have . . . like I
say, if you've got the luxury, I'm sure L.B. can say
what he wants to do or doesn't want to do.
He has the
luxury; he may not have had that sixty years ago, they
didn't know who he was; they probably look at us and
say who made that junk?
You know, but once you're up
to the top maybe you got a better chance of defining
what you want and setting more agendas and having the
money to say, "I would exhibit my own stuff and I will
exhibit it all year long.
Because I own the gallery."
You have that luxury.
And you're not at the mercy of
anybody else.
MC:
What other ways have you thought about combating
the stereotypes of African-American artists?
When the
art establishment people, which are basically White
males, categorize African-American artists, they
expect the work to look a certain way . . .
SW:
They don't dictate what I do.
Very few people
dictate what I would do.
Because I'm independent that
way.
That's just something I feel.
And I'm not going
to try to paint, give them what they need.
It's just
not acting a role in a movie and they want me come
there, you know, and dress like a prostitute, it's
just something I just may say, "No, no, no."
But, if
my work happened to be what he likes, fine.
But I
just cannot force myself to paint what somebody wants
me to paint, because I wouldn't be true to who gave me
the ability to paint.
And that was God.
You know, so
my role in life is not to impress or please some White
person behind a desk.
It's just something I'm not apt
to do, or feel I need to do and that's something I
probably won't do.
Maybe my kids will get the luxury,
because if I practice medicine 100%, then maybe
someday
MC:

I'll

open my own gallery.

Where would you rate your art

importance

in your

as

far

as

life?

SW:
It's just like saying, you eat, you put something
on your plate and eat it all together, it just makes

262

it taste good.
Like salad you know, it's just the
extra something that makes it nice.
Look in the salad
and pick the things out that make this salad good, and
I'm saying I think it's a combination of stuff.
A
part of what makes my whole being good, that salad is
a mixture of things and the flavors I get from that,
so art is a part of my being and so, it just ... I
don't know if I can look at the salad and say well
it's the lettuce, the raisins in there, you know,
you've mixed them all up and then you say well you put
them together, so I think I'll just throw it in the
whole salad of my life and it makes ... it has a
meaning that I may not know of, I'm aware of, until
maybe it's taken away from me.
That I may not realize
what importance it was.
Because it was a part of the
salad, something in that salad always gave it a good
taste, but I don't know what it was.
And it may have
been the raisins or what else might go in there that
you didn't know, or the dressing you put on it, you
know, something out of the dressing, so that's the
best answer I can give.
There was a Japanese lady at the show at Savage,
and she was saying, that why was it that we get upset
when we see Aunt Jemima and we don't get upset with
Blacks doing this?
And I understand what she was
seeing, she said the Blacks are not upset with this.
But she couldn't understand I said they distorted our
features, and then, I said, "Black folks has always
washed clothes in Georgia.
You know, and Black folks
you know, hung their clothes."
"So," she asked me,
"why don't Blacks get upset with this?"
I said, "If
you look at the features they look, I think, normal.
They aren't distorted, we aren't look demeaning, I
said the ladies are doing their work and Black people
wash clothes.
We wash clothes, but you don't do it
demeaning.
I mean they, the thing that common theme
that the people kept seeing, the women are strong yet
warm.
And, I think that's it, so I don't have no
problem with this.
And I think that uh, it's a point
and time in my life and I have a right to paint it."
MC:
How do you think they would have reacted to the
same exhibition, the same work but it was a White
artist?
SW:
Well, Blacks seem to be pleased that a White guy
did the photographs of "I Dream A World."
The guy did
excellent photographs.
I'm sure somebody, I mean, I'm
so glad "The Songs of My People" was done by somebody
Black.
You know those photographs, the slices out of
the lives of Black people?
I'm glad some Black
artists, photographers got together and did that.
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Because I tried to talk some Black artists and
photographers into doing that.
MC:

And they weren't

interested?

SW:
I just told them, I said, "You need to do it.
It's got to be done."
And this girl I was talking to
in Washington, I said, "Iif you do it it'll do well,
believe me, it's worth trying to do it."
So, but it
was . . . and it was done.
I'm sure when she saw it
she said this girl tried to talk me into doing this.
Because I knew it would work.
So, Whites do paint
Blacks all the time.
Whites feel they can do
anything.
If a ... I wonder how it would have been
. . . see, the other way around, like White people can
go and spend one week in a Black home and they come
and write a big book on us.
I mean some White girl
took a class from . . . and a class from somebody else
Black and wrote a book using Black dialect because she
took these . . . classes.
I was infuriated with this
stuff, and there is a Black dialect, but she didn't
have it, and it made me angry to see it.
I said, "She
just took a class, and then to think that she had
taken a class in this, so that gave her the right."
So I go and take a class from somebody Jewish and go
and write a book on Jews, am I. . . . But that
arrogance makes them feel they can do that.
I don't
like . . . for some reason that bothers me, you know,
I don't know how to define why it bothers me, but it
does.
That arrogance to feel that you can spend one
day with me and write a whole history on my whole
culture.
Are we serious?
So certain things I think
they go out of the rim.
Sitting down taking a
photograph of somebody is maybe you know, is one
thing, but trying to portray my feelings about
something like my culture, I don't think you can learn
that, that's something you live.
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CHAPTER 4

ANALYSIS OF THE DATA

Introduction
After 27

interviews with nine artist participants,

I

began the process of making connections between the
artists'

words and the issues raised in the literature

review was.

In order to do this,

raised by the artists,

I categorized the topics

which led to grouping together

participants who discussed similar topics and areas of
concern.

It is

ironic that I have created groupings

for

nine artists who refuse to be grouped by the art
establishment.

And in some cases,

as we shall

see these

groupings prove restrictive.
In the following pages the topics and issues raised by
artist participants are discussed in order to clarify why
particular artists are grouped together for the purpose of
data analysis.

All nine artists have expressed the

importance of religion and/or spirituality in their lives.
For example,

Richard Yarde spoke of the spiritual

that brought him back from a near fatal

illness.

force
Nelson

Stevens has devoted the last three years of his
professional

life to the development of Afrocentric

of religious

icons

calendars

images

in the form of historically informative

illustrating scenes

from the Bible.

Target audience strategies and accessibility also
surfaced as recurring topics,

as exemplified by the
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comments of Nelson Stevens,

an early member of a group of

Black artists called Afro Cobra.
the

1960s,

and the group's

its art where
Americans.

Afro Cobra was

formed

in

focus then and now is to present

it will be most accessible to African

In order to do this,

Afro Cobra members have

presented exhibitions in churches and barber shops as well
as

in schools.

The art establishment of New York City

holds no power over them.
participants describes
strategies to combat,

Essentially what each of the

in their profiles

is a variety of

challenge or survive

in a Eurocentric

artworld.
There is a noteworthy correlation between artists who
have been raised in a multiracial environment and imagery
that is non-representational or abstract.
such as Cheryl Warrick,

These artists,

seem to be able to move in and out

of European Modernist approaches to imagery without feeling
that this

is hostile territory.

of "ownership"

of their images,

These same artists speak
regardless of the fact that

they may incorporate formal Western European artistic
concerns.

Instead,

they see European Art History as

something that correlates with their own

interest or

personal history.
Paul Goodnight,

on the other hand,

mostly African American community,
suggest,

who was raised in a

and as his profile

he believes that he needs to present affirming

images of his own race.

Earlier in his career Goodnight

spent time in Nicaragua painting murals
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in support of the

Sandinistas.

This

is a demonstration of Goodnight's

understanding of the universal power of art.

And,

although

he acknowledges the value of other approaches to art such
as abstraction,
work,

he chooses not to embrace them in his own

working instead within a representational context.

Nelson Stevens,

Shirley Whitaker,

and Michael

Borders also

express a similar desire to present affirming images of
African American people in their work.
Stevens

The profile of

indicates that his desire to present positive

images of African Americans

is related to his coming of age

during the politically turbulent Black Power Movement of
the 1960s.
All of the aforementioned artists were asked if they
conceived their role as artist to be that of spokesperson
for the African American community,
was too strong a label.

and all

felt that this

These artists do not shy away from

this label because of a lack of responsibility;
they reject the label because of humility.

I believe

The words of

these artists signify that they are satisfying a strong
desire or need in providing these images to the African
American community as a means of enlightenment and healing.
What these artists do is akin to community responsibility,
which has traditionally been the role of the African
American Church.
An age-old debate continues among the artists
study,

and among African American artists

in this

in general.

Should they seek out the sanction of the art establishment,
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or should they look for other avenues to present their work
to their target audience,
Americans?

which may or not be African

The answers lie

these artists.

in the strategies adopted by

This struggle parallels the dilemma of

African Americans seeking political representation beyond
the two-party system many feel has failed them.

Michael

Borders has spent over ten years working on a mural about
the industrial development of Connecticut.

His

intent is

to make it clear to all who see it that Connecticut was
created by the work and dreams of a multicultural

society.

This mural has so consumed Borders that commercial
aspirations have taken a back seat.
at present is

main concern

first of all to complete what he believes to

be a universal
Connecticut.

Borders'

statement about his native state of
The presentation of positive

images of

African Americans and the universality of art have taken
the dominant role in Borders'

artistic life,

not the

establishment sanction of his work.
Borders'

vision of what context in which to present

these positive images of African Americans differs
vision of Stevens,
more inclusive.

Goodnight and Whitaker,

from the

in that it

is

Borders explains that his mural,

"Connecticut Industry,"

is not an ethnocentric view of the

role of African Americans but is about the

"truth,

that

truth being that Connecticut's industry was built by the
sweat of a pluralistic society.
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Borders

feels that by

presenting an image of inclusion he presents an even more
positive image of African Americans.
Additionally,

the words of the participants have led

to my extended investigation of the importance of religion
in the African American community.
race,

class,

The linkage between

and economic opportunity is another area

explored in this chapter.

Lois Mailou Jones was able to

study in Europe in the 1930s.

This was a time when most

African American artists were still trying to assimilate
into the Western artistic dogma.

I use the word assimilate

not to pass judgment on artists such as Lois Mailou Jones
or Calvin Burnett because these artists were pioneers.
They,

like the African American soldiers of the Civil War

era, were told that they were inferior and could not
perform as their Caucasian counterparts.

It must also be

understood that the words of political activists and
intellectuals like Alain Locke were extremely important to
the subsequent artistic development of many African
American artists,

including Mailou Jones:

African American art was viewed by Locke as
imitative in that it was derived from European
traditions.
While he did not attack African
American artists working with themes and in
styles which he viewed as extensions of European
American art, he did feel that they were denying
their own rich heritage and alienating themselves
from the uniquely creative possibilities of their
own natural racial heritage.
(Gaither, 1990, p.
21)
Locke's perspective
Barry Gaither)

(as paraphrased above by art historian

encouraged Mailou Jones to change her work

to become more socially aware.
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It must also be stated that

Lois Mailou Jones made some of her most significant
terms of critical acclaim)

paintings at this time

(in

(1930s)

in the French Impressionist style.
In order to clarify the topics raised by the artists
in this study,

I grouped the participants based on

similarity of topics discussed in their profiles.
example,

For

I have grouped Lois Mailou Jones and Calvin

Burnett together because of their age,

Mailou Jones is

her 90s,

while Burnett is

Their words

artists'

profiles have exposed issues of the generational

in his 70s.

effects on these artists as they practice in the
Richard Yarde,

Kofi Kayiga,

in

in the

1990s.

and Cheryl Warrick spoke

most eloquently about the importance of religion and/or
spirituality in their lives.

Their words

invite discussion

of the importance of religion and spirituality in the
African American community,

the importance of family,

self identification through one's art.

and

Concerns about

gender and the practice of art are also brought to the fore
by the words of artists such as Warrick.
During the Harlem Renaissance,

Locke stated that many

African American artists of the time had gone

"jazz mad and

cabaret crazy instead of being folkwise and sociologically
sober."

There also existed a belief at the time,

part of some African American intellectuals,

on the

that much of

the visual art produced during the Harlem Renaissance did
not portray or represent the everyday lives of the common
people of Harlem of the

1920s and 1930s.
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This judgement

remains extremely relevant,
words of Paul Goodnight,
Stevens.

especially when one hears the

Shirley Whitaker,

and Nelson

All of these artists are committed to

communicating to a wide African American audience,

not just

the African American museum-going middle class.
Many of the topics and concerns which I have outlined
affect all of the participants in the study; there is
definite crossover.

The examination of Western Culture/

Third World Culture,

and when Western artists look at their

non-Western heritage,
"umbrella topic."
of ownership.

would comprise an example of an

This discourse leads to the discussion

I use the term ownership when describing a

particular group who comes to feel that a genre of art is
so descriptive of their lives that they regard it with a
sense that it is theirs.
music.)

(A musical analogy would be Rap

Another umbrella topic that affects all of is the

debate of non representational art versus figurative or
figurative narration as a means of communication and selfidentification.

It will become clear in this chapter that

all of the artist participants are attempting to survive in
a Eurocentrically biased art world,

to combat,

or change a Eurocentrically biased art world.

to challenge
The goal of

this chapter is to analyze the artists words in order to
understand how those attempts to survive relate to the
larger context of the sum and substance of issues and
topics explored in the literature review.

To assist in

exploring the linkage between the topics discussed in the
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artists'

profiles and the larger context of topics and

issues raised in the literature review,
excerpts from the artists'

I utilize several

profiles of Chapter 3.

Generational Effects/Historical Framework:
Jones and Calvin Burnett
Lois Mailou Jones
1921)

(b.

1905)

Lois Mailou

and Calvin Burnett

(b.

are the oldest of the nine artists who participated

in my research.

Jones and Burnett came of age as artists

when it was quite natural to want to assimilate into what
was happening in Western Europe.

The idea of achieving

success in Paris was extremely important because of its
dominant role in Western art history.

To be respected in

Paris could help ease the pain of the rejection of the art
establishment of the United States.

Jones and Burnett view

the art world of the 1990s with eyes that have witnessed
the Jim Crow era,

the Great Depression,

Civil Rights Movement,

two World Wars,

the

and now the deconstruction of the

achievements of the Civil Rights Movement.

The voices that

guided African Americans of this generation were Booker T.
Washington, W.E.B.

Du Bois, Marcus Garvey,

voices often in conflict with one another.

and Alain Locke,
Jones and

Burnett lived through the rise of the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People

(NAACP)

and the

National Urban League; both are organizations that gave
African Americans a political voice.

Their ages make their

point of reference dramatically different from anyone else
involved in this study.
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Lois Mailou Jones
Lois Mailou Jones was born in Boston,
1905.

Her father was the

in

first African American to

graduate from Suffolk Law School,
was a beautician.

Massachusetts

Boston,

As a young child,

and her mother

her artistic talents

were encouraged by her parents and she majored in art at
the School of Practical Arts
arts,

in Boston.

In terms of the

Jones had opportunities not ordinarily available for

African Americans at the turn of the century.

She received

a scholarship to attend the Boston Museum School
Arts,

of Fine

where she was the only African American woman.

Summers were spent on Martha's Vineyard where she met and
worked with many leading figures
artist scene,
Ethel Waters.

in the African American

such as Robert Hemmings,
Then,

in 1937,

Harry Burleigh,

and

Lois Mailou Jones received a

fellowship to study art in Paris,

which she calls one of

the most significant events of her life.
The 1930s and 1940s artistically and socially were
trying times

for African Americans.

The art world all but

ignored the works of African American artists,
South lynchings were carried out with impunity.

and in the
African

American people had to fight just to be treated as human
beings.

So it is understandable that African American

artists would want to prove that they could do the same
work as their Caucasian counterparts both here and
Europe;

they in fact wanted to meet this challenge.

in
And

is also understandable that these same artists would be
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it

drawn to the artistic freedom that Paris offered them.
Jones was told by friends and other artists,

"You're very

talented,

it in the

Lois,

United States.

but you're not going to make

You're going to have to go abroad."

successes of Edward Mitchell

The

Bannister and Henry Ossawa

Tanner were well known to other African American artists,
though little or nothing was written about them

in the

United States at that time:
LMJ:
So many of the leading artists.
Hale
Woodruff and well, Augusta Savage had problems
because of her color that she did finally get a
scholarship to go overseas.
And so it was, I
mean, that we couldn't make it in this country.
No way.
You take Henry 0. Tanner.
Well, he was
one of my, really the main person to inspire me
because he did go to France.
As a matter of
fact, he lived and painted there and died there.
And it was my hope to have had the opportunity to
have met him when I got a scholarship in 1937 to
go to France to study at the Academe Julian.
But
I missed him by about three months.
He died just
before I arrived in September, so I never had the
opportunity to have his guidance.
But the
knowledge of his success in Paris of exhibiting
in the major galleries, and being decorated by
the French government was important to me.
African Americans,

artists as well as the African

American population more generally,

understood how racial

prejudice so permeated American society that
insurmountable.

For an African American artist,

this environment of exclusion left one to
vine"

artistically.

Black and White,
which was Paris.
social

staying in

"wither on the

Jones describes a time when artists,

sought the sanction of the

"Mecca of art"

There was also the attraction of the

safety net that Paris offered.

be an artist,

it was almost

In Paris one could

not a woman artist or an African American
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artist,

but an artist.

It was well understood among

African American artists and musicians alike that Paris
offered a relatively safe haven from the constraints of
prejudice.
So,

if one were to question the motives of artists

such as Mailou Jones and Tanner

(for going to Paris)

through the socially aware eyes of the
how many battles can one person fight?

1990s,

one must ask

In the United

States of the 1920s,

there were no alternative museums;

there were,

segregated neighborhoods where one

however,

could walk in the relative safety of one's own kind.
one wanted to walk freely and achieve social
success,
1920s.

So if

or artistic

this was not available in the United States of the
And if one wanted to practice art without the

barriers of

institutionalized racism,

this too was not

possible in the United States of the 1920s.
It took the Harlem Renaissance to educate the African
American community that as a people we were in receipt of a
heritage as rich as any in history and it was time to
embrace

it:

LMJ:
It wasn't in books.
There was nothing
about Tanner, nothing about Harry T. Burleigh.
None of us.
It took the Harlem Renaissance to
really, you know, put the Negroes really in
action.
I mean, it was at that time that Alain
Locke and Marcus Garvey and Du Bois got together
and put out the theory that "Black is beautiful."
"You are talented, you people," Langston Hughes
and Fats Waller the pianist and so on.
So many I
could go on to name.
MC:
Locke wanted people to forget about Europe
and look at their African heritage?
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LMJ:
Well, that was what he told me, that "You,
all of you Black artists have a heritage.
Look
at Picasso and Modigliani and so on, who would
use Africa as an inspiration, as a theme.
It
belongs to you, and you will do more with it than
they will ever do."
And this is one painting
that I did in Paris, before I began to follow
that theory and which I later called my Alain
Locke period because of the inspiration that he
gave me to use the Black subject.
And when I
went to Paris on the fellowship in 1937, Paris
was just promoting African arts to no end.
I
mean, all of the galleries and shops and
everything were featuring African art and African
sculpture, African design.
I made sketches and
went back to my Paris studio and did this
painting that you're looking at, which is quite
famous today.
It's called "Les Fetiches."
And
its inspiration was Africa.
As you see there are
these masks.
And then the movement, the
mysticism and all that I felt in working in oil
on canvas. I took it down to the Academy to my
professors, some of the most famous French
artists at that time.
Burgess, for example, and
Maurie.
And they looked at the painting, and
they said, "but it does not look like your work."
They were used to my paintings of landscapes of
the Luxembourg Garden and Paris street scenes.
MC:
Right.
look to it.

Which had a more Western European

LMJ:
Yes.
Nothing of Africa.
But the beauty of
nature and gardens and streets up in Montmartre,
where Utrillo worked, and so many of the famous
French artists.
And they couldn't understand
how, how I did that painting.
And I had to tell
them.
I said "Well, when you think of your
Picasso, your Modigliani, your Matisse and so
on," I said, "using African inspiration, don't
you think that it's really more expected of me?
It's my heritage."
And they had to admit that,
"Well yes, she's right.
She has the right to do
this type of thing, more than the French."
This passage
survival
matures.

is

important because

it illustrates how Jones'

strategy changes as her political awareness
With the awakening provided by Locke,

Jones shifts

from a style of painting with roots

European Impressionism to work of African roots.
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Mailou
in
So

it was

early in her career that Jones became one of the pioneers
of the

first African American art movement

Renaissance)

(the Harlem

founded upon the notion of ownership.

Jones and her contemporaries were
heritage of Africa.

What

in ownership of was the

It requires a special

comprehend the bravery it took for artists

effort to
like Tanner and

Mailou Jones to meet the aesthetics of the Western European
dogma head on.

When Jones painted paintings such as

du Luxembourg"

(1948),

she was saying,

"Jardin

"Judge me against

the best that the White art establishment has to offer."
Jones says that while in Paris,
but just an artist.
goals:

she was not a Black artist

And to this day that

to be thought of as just an artist,

artist or a Black artist.
to the United States,

is one of Jones'
not a woman

When she brought her work back

she was again confronted with the

color of her skin and the liabilities that come with it.
Accessibility to the art market was almost nonexistent.
Today there are alternative arenas

for artists to have

their work seen but in the 1940s United States,
few,

if any.

Lois Mailou Jones'

words

there were

illustrate how and

why pioneers like herself began to challenge and combat the
art establishment:
LMJ:
. . . And I remember in Philadelphia seeing
one of my works hanging just in the center of a
display at the head of the steps in the main
gallery.
And I was just thinking I had made it.
And the guard came up, a White guard, and he
looked at me and he looked at the painting, he
looked at the work and he said "I guess you like
painting."
And I said, "yes, very much."
But I
didn't tell him that I was the artist.
I felt it
was much better to make my niche, and not let
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them know that Lois Jones was Black at that time.
And so it went on and on and on for some years.
I remember getting one award at the Concord
Gallery of Art for an impressionist thing that I
did on my return from France up at Gay Head.
Quite a stunning painting.
And it got the Robert
Woods Bliss Award.
But I didn’t go to receive
it.
As a matter of fact, I had a white friend,
and a French friend from France who would deliver
my work to exhibits, or pick up an award, because
I felt it was better to get as strong as possible
before I let them know that Lois Jones was Black.
Jones does not talk about these events with any shame
or apparent anger,
matter of factness.
times.

but instead with great dignity and
She describes the realities of the

She had two choices:

exposure,

accept not getting any

or find a way to beat the system.

So when she

finally received membership in the Washington Society of
Artists,

she also accepted that with great dignity,

probably laughed to herself.

Perhaps

of anonymity described by Jones
reaped some reward.

it was the strategy

in her profile that

Jones believes

Massachusetts;

finally

in alternative museums,

like the National Center of African American Artists
Boston,

and

but at the same time she

kick down as many closed doors as possible.

in

is ready to

She urges

young artists not to be satisfied with alternative venues;
they must challenge the establishment,
Jones,

now in her 90s,

that

is her message.

is still active as an artist,

and she continues to make her annual pilgrimage to Martha's
Vineyard to capture its landscape on canvas.
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Calvin Burnett
Younger than Mailou Jones,
Cambridge,
doctor,

Massachusetts,

Calvin Burnett was born in

in 1921.

His

father was a

but suffered financially during the Depression.

Burnett describes his parents as middle class people who
enrolled him in a variety of betterment classes such as
piano,

ballroom dancing,

and elocution lessons.

Burnett

studied art at the Massachusetts College of Art from 1938
to 1942.

During the Second World War,

the Boston Navy Yard.
world,
ideas

Burnett worked in

Always a pragmatic man about the art

he worked as an illustrator,
into two dimensional

images.

locked into any particular sort of

putting other people's
Burnett has never felt
imagery,

out of abstraction and figurative art.

moving

in and

He taught public

school

for a while after receiving his teaching degree

1951.

In the mid-1980s,

in

Calvin Burnett retired from the

Massachusetts College of Art after a thirty year career as
a professor.
As a young man,

Burnett experienced the color line

ways that now may seem extraordinary.
prejudice,

in

When one probes

one often ignores the prejudice a particular

culture inflicts on itself.

In the 1940s this kind of

prejudice or self hate was much more prevalent,
those African Americans who failed the

leaving

"brown bag test"

outsiders both in and outside of their culture.
CB:
Well it's one of those funny Southern things
you see, well, I guess it has to do with more
light than dark, because my mother's people could
pass for White, some did, some didn't you see.
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as

My grandfather was a slave and he came from one
of those White slaves out of Georgia and out of
the mansions and whereas my father was a West
Indian, absolutely African-American, African . .
. I guess, Negro-Black situation and they met,
married and had troubles which are very similar
to any inter-racial interface because the West
Indian American situation at that time was very
prejudiced, against each other and then the
Black, light skin/dark skin issue, because they
used to have the kind of clubs you couldn't get
into unless you had the "blue veins."
You know,
they said the Blacks couldn't get into the Cotton
Club unless they were the color of bags, you know
like the "brown bag test."
Burnett,

who is a light-skinned African American,

as a

young man saw this obsession with the hue of one's skin as
being totally ridiculous,

but it was a

fact of life.

Burnett in his pragmatism seems to have a way of separating
himself from the inanity of this self-hate.

I believe

it

is his sense of individualism that allows Burnett to
proceed with his artistic life to move past life's
injustices.

And it would be naive to believe that this

kind of prejudice has run its course.
student in the early 1970s,

I

As a high school

remember having a

light-skinned African American history teacher who told the
class that,
were more
Americans.

in most cases,

light-skinned African Americans

intelligent than darker-skinned African
To some of the people in that classroom this

was confirmation of an old prejudice that will not die,
while I was left almost defenseless.
Citing another example of the internal
battle,

color line

Calvin Burnett spoke with amusement about how the

name of his race has changed over the years,
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first we were

Colored,

then Negro,

I used the word

then Black,

and now African American.

"amusement" because the ever pragmatic

Burnett speaks of the aforementioned situation with
detachment.
changes

Burnett's reaction while talking of the name

(in his profile)

suggests that these names do not

affect how Burnett sees himself.

Of course,

Burnett

realizes the serious political association these names
hold.

Beginning in the 1960s,

Black,

and now progressive Black people call themselves

African American.

Negroes called themselves

Burnett was one of the

founders of a

group called the Boston Negro Artists Association.

The

purpose of the group was to be a sounding board for African
American artists.

Consternation has resulted over the

various name changes the group has adopted;

at present the

group is called the Boston Afro-American Artists.
members of the group felt that the word "Black"
title spoke of the defiance inherent
"Black Power"

of the

Some

in the

in the movement for

1960s and objected to its removal.

Burnett here touches upon something very crucial
rejecting the self hate inherent in the

in

"Brown Bag Test."

As a race he suggest we must understand that our heritage
is as rich and varied as the hue of our skin.

To me the

evolution from Colored to African American is as
significant as the much fought for sense of pride that
developed along with those name changes.
name "Black"

led to slogans such as

"Black is beautiful."

For example,

"Black Power"

the

and

Those name changes signified that we
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as a race were re-evaluating who we were and who we wanted
to be.

In fact they promoted the vision that we are all

one people along with Caribbean,
others.

African Americans and

An identity with a strong and rich heritage makes

it very difficult for self hate to grow.
The profiles of Burnett and Mailou Jones speak of a
time when the idea of Black being beautiful was not part of
our collective vocabulary.

These artists remind us of a

time when we as African Americans questioned the worth of
our own "brothers"

and "sisters."

It would be naive to

believe that this no longer happens today,

but we have

evolved away from this self hate to some degree.
heritage in mind,

With this

the concept of African American artists

presenting positive images of their race
the role of public service)
progression of labels

(thus performing

speaks volumes.

The

from Colored to African American was

a crucial development for the African American middle
class,

as well as

for those in the grip of debilitating

poverty.

Those changes reflected a more positive self

identity;

they said to the dominant culture who we were and

who we wanted to be as a people.
The images of African Americans has changed through
art history.

Even notable White artists such as Thomas

Eakins and Winslow Homer depicted African Americans as
or performing menial tasks.

lazy

African American artists of

the 19th century painted working class Blacks with dignity
and at times with an air of heroism.
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The Harlem

Renaissance saw the birth of Afrocentric
Americans.

images of African

The 1960s brought about infusion of overtly

political and militant images of African Americans.

It

must be noted that all of the above examples at times
lapsed into stereotypes.
Cornell West links the elimination of African American
poverty to self respect:
If the elimination of black poverty is a
necessary condition of substantive black
progress, then the affirmation of black humanity,
especially among black people themselves, is a
sufficient condition of such programs.
Such
affirmation speaks to the existential issues of
what it means to be a degraded African (man,
woman, gay, lesbian, child) in a racist society.
How does one affirm oneself without reenacting
negative black stereotypes or overacting to white
supremacist ideals?
(West, 1993, p. 97)
This contemporary African American scholar and theologian
describes the importance of self-respect:

"The quest

for

black identity involves self-respect and self-regard,
realms

inseparable from,

yet not identical to,

power and economic status"
Harlem Renaissance and now,

(West,

1993,

p.

97).

political
During the

the African American middle

class has had the loudest political voice,

a voice with the

power to mobilize the entire African American Community.
And regarding the role of the African American artist as
part of that political voice,

Burnett,

a product of the

middle class birthed by the Harlem Renaissance,

responded:

CB:
Well I think that that's the way most Black
artists just naturally automatically are, I mean,
how can you be Black and not be involved in the
issues?
And those who are not, are probably
involved in some aesthetic, which is also based
on a relationship to some Afrocentrism.
I know
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very few, if any, Black artists who maintain that
their Blackness has nothing to do with what they
talk about . . . like jazz, and you know, in fact
I don't think I've ever met a Black artist who
wasn't a jazz fan and of course a fan of Black
jazz. . . . So, I think it's all political, this
is a matter of degree, but yeah, yeah, do you
know anybody who isn't political?
I mean they're
all political. I mean they're all political
rather than apolitical and they're all liberal
rather than conservative and they're all leftist
rather than rightist in that whole thing.
I mean
very few of them base their art on celebrating
the businessman or making a big deal out of
corporate America or subject matter.
If they
themselves ever get rich, it probably will
change, but I don't know of any Black artists who
are not political.
Burnett's words

concur with my

African American artists we cannot
political world
that

Burnett's

are political
participants

statement that

all

are

a microcosm of

initial

from the

our art.

that the

contemporary

stated earlier that he

in any particular style,

either

I wondered

if

he

is

in ownership of

expression.
longevity,
This

stating that

Burnett
has

is

any and all
is

a man who,

always produced his

same perseverance

address political
example,

art

Burnett

and

issues
is

a

representational

By

apolitical?

context,

I

and that
of

through perseverance
art under his
allows

own terms

or

listening to

possible modes

long-time member of
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society

transcendental

longevity

on his

believe

artists

Burnett was

impression was that he was.

is

I

felt no mandate

Burnett's words within the proper historical
realized he

as

African American artists

supports my hypothesis

non-representational,
My

separate

in which we practice

Because he had
to work

assessment that

own terms.

Burnett to

as well.
a

and

For

group called

the

Boston Afro-American Artists.

the group's
commercial
In

fact his

strategy

purpose
art

and his

scene,

I

was

pragmatism has

When

I

asked him about

experience with
again
been

a

the

Boston

struck by his
empowering

pragmatism.

survival

for him:

MC:
Did you form the group as a means of
combating any kind of racism that you perceived
in the art world?
CB:
That's interesting because, one of the
things about the art world is that it was one of
the less racist areas that I had to be involved
in.
That is, most of the artists, most of the
guys that I hang around with they are pretty
liberal.
You know, the galleries seemed to take
things on the basis of what the gallery owner
thought was something that could sell or
something that he liked, rather than the fact
that if you were Black he wouldn't like it or if
you were White he'd take it, you know, so, I
didn't feel any real pressure there, and as you
know there have been several of the artists in
Boston who have had galleries on Newbury Street
and you know, have been in galleries on Newbury
Street.
All who want to don't get into them and
they may feel this is racism you know, but I've
been in and out and you know, I don't feel it's
very much racism, as we think of racism in all
the other aspects of our life.
The African American-Jewish conflict,
related to the
several

color

occasions.

line that
This

is

an

Calvin

is

West's

anti-Semitism

theory
is

Both groups have

a

important

issue

form of

"underdog

long been

similar

in that the

as

allies.

resentment

oppressed,
in American

fewer African Americans have been
along

on

is that African American

have been able to prosper

thinks

issue

Burnett mentioned

two groups have traditionally been perceived
Cornell

another

lines:
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able

and envy."

but the American Jews
society,
to do

while

so.

far

Burnett

CB:
Well, you know the Boston African-American
artists do a calendar each year.
We all have our
pictures in them, and they're all, what they now
say Afro-centered.
In other words, I wouldn't be
at all surprised if at the beginning there
weren't some people who may have put a White
person in some of those earlier drawings.
Because, back in those days, you know, people
were saying, it was more getting together and
doing it, you know, we are going to make things
better for the Blacks by having White people and
Black people working together.
That was before
when they threw out the Whites, threw out the
Jews.
In the period before that happened it was
togetherness, you know the interracial marriages
with all these Black artists and stuff, and all
the people in the theater and all that just
stopped, and changed right back to a Black and
Black and White and White, and the Jews and Jews.
And the Jews were very into it in the beginning.
. . . With the Black Power, then you had this big
rift.
It was emphasized by the Jewish-Black
rift, but it was the same rift.
It was the
Liberals who then became chic Liberals, you know.
And then we got into this big problem we're in
now, you see.
And now things are like
separating, and the whole world has changed, and
the South is integrated in the schools, and the
North is segregated in schools.
And the Blacks
who had nothing have now taken over these
miserable cities, and they can't do anything with
them.
West verifies

Burnett's

assessment

of the Jewish-African

American relationship:
Black anti-Semitism and Jewish anti-Black racism
are real, and both are as profoundly American as
cherry pie.
There was no golden age in which
blacks (sic) and Jews were free of tension and
friction.
Yet there was a better age when the
common histories of oppression and degradation of
both groups served as a springboard for genuine
empathy and principled alliances.
Since the late
sixties, black-Jewish relations have reached a
nadir.

(West,

1993,

p.

Essentially what West
toward middle
Americans have

104)
and

class values.
suffered well

Burnett

Both Jews
chronicled
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describe

is

a

race

and African
injustices,

but

Jews have been able to achieve middle
and with greater ease.
understood the

strategies

structure by the
businesses

of well

and Calvin

seemed to me the

apt to cost one his
also responsible

a

Arts

in

but this

or her

1973.

the

important

Yarde,

1950s,

Boston Museum of

Burnett was
at

well

for practicing

The

Warrick,

shared

spiritual
and Kofi

or at

search
self

first

tenets

for

Kayiga,

together

spirituality

of Richard Yarde,

in

art,

as

Cheryl

led their artwork

that work a metaphorical

the very

Kofi

identification through their

Kayiga have

direction that makes
portrait,

the

Fine

the Massachusetts

and Warrick are discussed

of their

art.

color

in Boston.

because
as

was more

and Jones were

African Americans and Relioion/Spiritualitv:
Richard Yarde. Cheryl Warrick
Kayiga,

of my

first African American to

African American artist to be hired
of Art

the

perception was

Burnett

some

and they

artists

when being political

for breaking

In the mid

alliance,

first glance,

initial

life.

Mailou Jones was

At

one-person exhibition at the

College

class

lived through the

least political

They were political,

have

Burnett

its disintegration.

interview participants,

barriers.

Jews have

supported Jewish

the African American/Jewish

seen

two artists

wrong.

larger extent,

sooner

and the preservation of their heritage.

formation of
also

a much

status

for building a middle

creation

Lois Mailou Jones

have

To

class

least visual
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self

in

a

self

analysis.

The

expressed origins
exceedingly

Kofi

their work make

their

images

internal.

Kaviga
Kofi

the

of

Kayiga was

born

in Jamaica,

country's predominantly

Caucasians were
He began his

all

too

studies

1968

1971.

to

He has

College

always

original

which means

name,

Massachusetts
and at times

In

College

in

interest

In

1981

1979

Kofi

Professor at

Kayiga

considers

of his

inner

that he

speak to

and

is

For Kayiga
about

all

art

enjoyed artistic

success

alternative museums.

Kayiga

becoming more

spiritual

interested

nor

The
find

is

self.

of

beliefs but

in the
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in that

a

strategy to
come to

governed by money.

a bit

"business

an

He

as

enigma,

seems
of

He

once

in mainstream as well
is

his

is his work

success because he has

believe that the United States

strong

to

semi-abstract

universal,

cultures.

economically naive Kayiga now seeks
attain greater commercial

is

to

Kayiga,

non-representational.

his political voice.

such

a
is

overtly political,

he has

Kofi

imagery

feel

from

in

His

does

has

England

and

caused Kofi

as

expression

it can

figures.

of Art,

to

imagery to be his visual
not

of

Kayiga moved to

he was hired

of Art.

one

where

interested

Ricardo Wilkins,

"Arch Hunter."

the United States.

Institute
of Art

This

in

authority

been very

spirituality and numerology.
change his

lone

at the Jamaica

later at the Royal

raised

Black communities,

often the

studied

and

in that

to be

art."

As

a

new arrival

in the United States,

understand prejudice.
he did not

feel

United States.

He says

Kayiga really began to

it existed

in Jamaica,

but

it profoundly until he arrived in the
It is his belief

in the divine,

however,

that keeps his life in perspective:
KK:
I feel that I am always under divine
guidance . . . the way these things happen, you
know, even coming to this country. I was blessed
in a sense.
I am keeping in touch the best I can
with this substance of life which really gives
blessings.
People call it God, people call it
Allah, or divine mind, people call it all kinds
of names it doesn't matter . . .
As a boy Kofi Kayiga did not know what
He was

fascinated with comic book images,

fine art was.

and would copy

those as a way of achieving expressive satisfaction.
Although Kofi and I talked very little about his
spoke eloquently about an important event
and how his mother was there

for him.

family,

in his schooling,

She was extremely

significant in terms of setting his life's course:
So it was interesting that my mother came with
me. . . . The school was a Catholic school and I
remember this teacher was saying to me, saying to
my mother . . . the principal who was a Nun,
Irish Nun from here, very, very fat lady, and
this Nun looked at my mother . . . and said that
I didn't need it (the B Stream).
I remember the
teacher saying to my mother, "Don't worry about
these White people ... it won't wear off.
You
just take care of your son."
She helped me go
into this class, (A-streamers).
It was very good
for me that, that confrontation occurred for me.
So I became very, very focused, and so focused
that I went on to high school.
I went to art
school and I remember at twelve, it became very
clear that I have to do certain things.
Kayiga would later attend the Institute of Jamaica,

the

result of the support of an English woman by the name of
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he

Edna Mandley.

It is Kayiga's contention that the A-stream

incident set him on that course that led him to the Royal
College and a career as an artist.

The

incident also

allowed him to see his mother successfully challenge the
system.

This challenge also provided Kayiga with an early

glimpse of racism in his own country.
Then Barry Watson,

also from England,

the Institute's mandate as an art school.

began to refine
Kayiga credits

Watson with his being able to attend the Royal
Art.

As Kayiga tells us in his profile,

College of

the A-stream

incident provided him with the confidence and drive to set
his sights on one of the most prestigious art schools
the world.

Under Watson's tutelage,

Kayiga was

in

instructed

in the tradition of the European Academe as a realist.
Once Kayiga began his studies at the Royal
worlds became attainable.

College,

He began to meet Africans,

to his surprise were very much like Jamaicans.
realize that Black culture
history.

Granted,

new

is

far reaching,

who

He began to

with a vast

he was taught about the great

civilizations of Africa

in grade school,

but this was the

first time he was able to see the artwork of these cultures
in person.

It was also at this time that Kayiga began to

become more appreciative of Reggae music and Rastafarian
religion.

What increased Kayiga's appreciation of Reggae

music is the deep spiritual underpinning of the Rastafarian
religion that gave birth to it.
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In the

1970s,

Kayiga's search for himself as an artist

took him to Africa.

He lived in Uganda

He also traveled to Kenya,

Tanzania,

for twelve years.

and Ghana.

travels led to many discoveries about himself,
Jamaican culture,

These
his native

and its cultural ties to Africa.

result of these discoveries,

As a

Kofi Kayiga began to

investigate other African religions.
more immersed in African religions,

He became more and
and he learned that he

needed to discover himself as a person before he could
discover himself as an artist.

What took place at this

time was not as simple as a name change;
metamorphosis,
artist.

Ricardo Wilkins becomes Kofi Kayiga the

With a this self-imposed metamorphosis Wilkins no

longer exists,

he has been renamed,

different person.
(Lippard,

it was a

1990)

The power of the

redefined as a
"Naming"

ritual

is that the power of the decision comes

from within the human spirit;

it is not a

label.

When

Black people redefined themselves as African Americans,
Burnett described,
rich cultural past.
roots

that name also had spiritual
For Kayiga,

his

"Naming"

roots to a

also had

in Africa:
KK:
Then the '70s I also could not find my life
as an artist.
Then I went to Africa, I was
beginning to study in the African
tradition/religion.
To be there and, I was
fortunate because I went to Africa, Uganda with a
friend of mine who was very influential in my
life in the sense that he became a good friend
and through him I was able to meet Africans.
Not
like when non-Africans come to Africa, they only
see the superficial Africa.
But I was a relative
of Africa which is like an African.
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as

We lived in the same house and he had some
relatives who were diviners or involved in
traditional religion, so I was able to get
involved in the traditional religion through him
much more directly, than if I was trying to do
research on my own.
That is why I ended up
changing my name to Kofi Kayiga from Ricardo
Wilkins.
If I were to try to categorize the work of Kofi
Kayiga,

Richard Yarde,

or Cheryl Warrick,

I would find it

somewhat difficult to do based on their imagery alone.
stated earlier,

As

Kayiga does not feel that his work can or

should be labeled "Black Art."

I find it more meaningful

to look at how these three artists look to the spiritual
and the subconscious as a source for their imagery.

All

three of these artists use art as a conduit for spiritual
healing.

Collectively,

their work runs the gamut from non-

representational to representational abstraction to
representational.

What binds these artists is the

universal search for the spiritual and the subconscious:
KK:
My art . . . because the way I work . . .
for the most part is intuitive because I paint
and the paintings paint themselves for the most
part.
Dealing with the basic nature, for me the
subconscious.
Depending on your own rate of
vibration you will respond or you will be on a
certain level because the subconscious which is
really a word that was invented to describe
things by Western Man.
Subconscious is a word
designed to describe mind.
The mind, there is no
conscious or subconscious necessarily.
In an
analytical process you try to make things make
sense in an intellectual way.
But definitely,
going on the premise that subconscious is
essential unless subconscious is part of God, so
the more you can be in touch with your
subconscious.
The closer you are to your source,
you know, consciously I try to be more aware of
my relationship with my subliminal reality.
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It

is

important to note that when Kofi Kayiga,

Yarde and Cheryl Warrick talk of the spiritual,
speaking of something that is different

Richard

they are

from religion.

One

can be spiritual and never set foot in a church or open the
Bible.

Some would say that nature is a life-giving force

that provides

for all

living things.

Or one could equate

nature with the breasts of a new mother.
and cares
child.

The mother cleans

for her breasts so that she can provide

for her

When the mother's breasts are empty they are

replenished by the mother's self-nourishment,
her to continue to provide

for the child.

is nature also cleans and replenishes
rain so it can provide

The

which allows
force that

itself with wind and

for those that depend on it.

When

one thinks

in spiritual terms,

this

force

is nature.

When

one speaks

in religious terms,

this

force

is called God.

What these artists also have in common is that they
use their art as a vehicle to the spiritual.
can take the form of natural
aforementioned,
as

fate.

events,

Spirituality

such as the

or it can be equated to a phenomenon such

Theologian Theophus H.

Smith uses the phrase

"Conjuring Culture," when discussing African American or
African religious practices.

Smith defines conjuring with

three related definitions:
(1) to invoke or summon up a spirit, as in
sorcery? (2) to effect by the use of "magical"
arts; and finally (3) to summon up an image or an
idea as an act of imagination.
(Smith, 1994, p.

.)

5
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When Cheryl Warrick creates a painting
terms with her deceased mother,
level,

she conjures

in order to come to

even on a sub-conscious

(or creates magic)

that

image through

the art making process?

art is her conduit:

'magic,'

is best understood as one system,

(or

'conjure')

"Here the term

among humanity's more primal cognitive systems,
and managing the world in the form of signs"
cited in Smith,

p.

4,

1994).

for mapping

(Raboteau,

as

When Richard Yarde paints a

life-sized nude self portrait of his physically racked
body,

he does so as a means of exorcising those demons,

coming to terms with his

illness,

or

or as a source of

healing.
Smith equates the word conjure with magic?

he sees

magic as a means or a system for the mapping and management
of the world through the use of signs.
nature,

Art,

by its very

requires the artists to look within in order to

transfer internalized images
viewing.

into tangible

images ready for

I was always taught that the creation of a work

of art was an act of magic.

And to this day,

the illusive

nature of artistic creation has done little to change my
mind about it being magic.

When the artist creates,

she offers the world a glimpse

into who he or she

he or

is.

Novelist Alice Walker wrote,
It is a risk to connect.
But the artist—the one
the Creator shows—does so.
With the
understanding that connection itself is simply
the expression of her or his being, and that not
to at least make the effort is to die.
(Quotations bv Black Women, edited by Jewell,
1993,

p.

33)
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Kayiga describes his connection to his work this way:
KK:
We all live differently as human beings and
your art should show you who you are, because if
you don't put enough work in it, it will expose
you.
Art making, your dream will express
essentially who you are, so that is the basis,
the underlying thing that pins everything
together.
But my philosophy, and my paintings, I
suppose they go hand in hand.
And I describe my
paintings more as an expression of, or as an
extension of me.
Kayiga's words remind us that an artist really cannot
separate himself or herself from the work produced.

It is

the images that we as artists reveal to the public that
reflect what we have learned, what we have seen,
we have been.

and where

Granted there are many artists who work in

such a detached manner that this notion would seem
ridiculous.

For Kayiga,

the idea that his artwork is a

reflection of who or what he is remains unequivocal.
for Richard Yarde,

And

this faith in his art as a conduit to

the spirit may have saved his life.

Richard Yarde
Richard Yarde was born in Boston,
1939.

Massachusetts,

in

His parents were originally from Barbados.

Spirituality and religion play a major role in Yarde's art
as well as his life.

Having battled various illnesses as

well as a near-death experience,

Yarde credits his family

and the spiritual nature of the art process for saving his
life.
Africa.

In the early 1970s,

Yarde and his wife traveled to

The trip was important because it removed Yarde's

fantasy about Africa.

The African fantasy,
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as Yarde

describes in his profile,

was that he was returning to the

"mother land" and he would witness an idealized world of
artistic wealth,

with a value system superior to his

African American culture.

Michael Borders comments that he

did find Africa to be magical.

Both Yarde and Borders

consider their travels to Africa and Japan to be pivotal
events in their lives.
Richard Yarde has experienced notable commercial
success over the years.

His imagery has always been

representational figuration,
political statement.

projecting a more subtle

Yarde has spent most of his

professional career affiliated with an academic
institution.

Currently Yarde is Professor of Art at the

University of Massachusetts at Amherst.

Yarde made the

following observations about his recent series of self
portraits:
RY:
I'm trying to make images that are still
about healing myself. I'm trying to kind of . . .
I guess I'm trying to understand, I'm trying to
understand myself on some deeper level than I
know myself right now.
On some level I'm
fascinated by my own body.
I'm trying to take my
own body apart and put it back together.
Yeah.
I mean, I'm remembering back when the
doctors said to Susan,
basically, "You have to
prepare to figure out how you're going to live on
your own, because he's not going to be around.
We've done everything we know how to do.
It's
just not working, it's holding the pressure, it's
not the kidneys that are shot."
And I remember
at that point thinking that there's got to be an
alternative to the medical, to this kind of
medical decision.
I don't really accept this
decision.
So there's got to be an alternative
somewhere, even though it won't fit with the
medical thing.
But I made mistakes about
deciding what that alternative would be, and
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trying to stumble and find out what it should be.
I made some mistakes, but I think I decided that
somewhere along the line that I had a capacity
for generating my own healing.
The art making experience was Richard Yarde's vehicle
for empowering him to heal himself,
heal his

family.

a work of art.

It

and

in turn begin to

is an transcendental process to create

To visualize an image

in your mind and

later see it become a reality before your eyes
The healing comes

from the visualization,

to the words of Raboteau,

is magic.

and if we listen

"managing the world

in the

form

of signs," we hear a clue as to how this magic becomes
healing power.

Or to stand before a canvas and have each

successive mark lead you to an image;
Perhaps magic is too strong a word;
accurately.

that too is magic.

maybe

faith

fits more

The ritual of the art making process enabled

Yarde to peel back layers of emotional

scars until his mind

was able to form a spiritual partnership with modern
medicine and he survived to re-evaluate who he
also curious to remember that to
ritual.

"conjure"

is.

It

is

is an act of

Yarde's reevaluation of himself led him to a

greater appreciation for the value of

family.

Richard Yarde was able to watch family members create
art at an early age.

He speaks of his godfather who was a

commercial portrait photographer,

and how at the age of

seven or eight he would try to imitate what

it was he saw

his uncle doing in his studio by tinting newspaper photos
with watercolor;
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RY:
I was about seven or eight years at this, at
this time.
So aside from my brother, he's
probably the earliest influence on me in terms of
making images.
I mean, he was the first person I
saw making some kind of imagery, visual imagery.
I had an older brother who used to draw quite a
lot.
And I tried to make drawings in response to
his work.
I remember doing that.
Yarde recounts a situation of nurturing or mentoring
by example,

an unconscious act that had a profound impact

on a young would-be artist.
chance occurrences
This again can be

In many ways,

the

indirect or

in one's life have the most impact.
interpreted as the spiritual

at work.

Although Yarde's parents supported his artistic desires,
those early years were far from carefree:
MC:

What do your parents do for a living?

RY: My mother was a domestic.
So she was . . .
it's a very curious story.
This sort of
dovetails on something.
She, she worked for this
man who ran an art gallery in a furniture store
in Boston, named Charles Smith, who just died
recently.
And she would take, bring me over to
help clean house and do that kind of thing.
And
this guy had a fairly elaborate library in his
house of art books, art and photography is what I
remember.
MC:

What did your father do for a living?

RY:
He, . . . what did he call it?
Because he
was very embarrassed by what he did.
He was in
building maintenance, that's what he would say.
There was, there's another term, I can't remember
what it was, but he used this term because he . .
. . he was actually a very smart man but he came,
when he came here he came here six months before
the Depression hit and got caught in that.
And
then he got caught with some other issues he
wasn't prepared to deal with.
I mean, I don't
think he knew what was happening here in terms of
race.
He didn't really have a clue.
So when he
got hit by both of those things he was, it just
sort of finished him off.
I mean, he just. . . .
I think it made him afraid, even after the
Depression was over, it made him afraid to try
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anything else.
My mother was incredibly
ambitious, an incredibly ambitious woman who had
a stroke when she was in her 40s, in her middle
40s, and that kind of, you know, made it
impossible for her to do some of the things that
she wanted to do.
So she put a tremendous amount
of energy into me.
I mean,
somewhere along the
line she made a decision that since she couldn't
do it, and my father wasn't able to do it, that,
that I was going to do something.
I believe this memory of his parents accounts

for the

tremendous sense of pride with which Richard Yarde carries
himself

in his professional

life.

In fact,

the aforementioned statement to me,
sadness that he admitted that his
inferior,

when Yarde made

it was with a sense of

father felt himself

while Yarde himself expressed no sense of shame

in his parents'

line of work.

It is a compelling statement

that Yarde makes with regard to his mother's dedication to
his success.

She made the decision that her son would

achieve the goals that were out of her reach;
he does not say this

in so many words,

and although

her sacrifice had to

leave him with a sense of sadness.

The African American Family and Economics
To continue my analysis at this point,

I need to

discuss more broadly the African American family and
economics.
It is very interesting that Yarde,

Kayiga,

were strongly influenced by their mothers.
Warrick,

her most positive

influence was

and Warrick

In the case of

from her father.

African American families have frequently been perceived as
matriarchal.

The media have certainly contributed to the
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stereotypical vision of the African American

family with

the creation of sitcoms such as

in the 1970s

and "Family Matters"

in the

"Good Times"

1990s.

In these shows the

women are always the voices of reason while the men operate
off of raw emotions and gut reactions.

More often in

entertainment's version of the African American family,
father is absent altogether.

I

the

am speaking about

generalizations because that is what have been presented
more often than not by the media.

And

in America all too

often the television is the teacher of our children.

These

generalizations have contributed to statements such as
lighter skinned African Americans being more
than darker-skinned African Americans,
"Brown Bag Test."

intelligent

which led us to the

In the following section I will

some census data concerning the changes
from the 1940s to the early 1990s.

examine

in family structure

In order to establish a

context for the discussion of economics and the African
American and my artist participants,
statistical data

I present this

from the United States Census report of

1991.
From 1940 to 1942,

just over 77 percent of African

American families had both a
By 1990,

father and a mother present.

that percentage had dropped to 50.2.

from 1940 to 1942,

However,

85.5 percent of Caucasian families had

both father and mother present;

and,

in 1990,

that

percentage dropped only two and one half percent,
percent.

It is

to 83.0

important to note that the number of
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African American families

increased

1950 to nearly 5.5 million by 1975,
percent

(Boamah-Wiafe,

report of U.S.

p.

an increase of

117,

as cited

Bureau of the Census,

Abstract of the U.S..
Census

1993,

from 3.95 million in

1991,

p.

39.1

in the

1980

and in the Statistical

46).

figures also support the hypothesis that low

socioeconomic status has a negative effect on marital
success,

as African Americans continue to lag behind

Caucasians

in terms of annual

income.

In 1990,

43.8

percent of African American families were headed by a lone
female,
percent.

while the figure for Caucasian
Economically,

this

families was

is extremely problematic.

a single African American female head of household,
average income was

$7510,

figures

(1982

families was $35,975,
income was $20,209

U.S. .

the

Census

families,

figures).

whose average

Comparing 1989

for Caucasian and African American families

(two-parent households),

the U.S.

For

about 38.3 percent less than for

married African American two-parent
income was $19,620

12.9

average income

for Caucasian

while African American average

(Boamah-Wiafe,

1993,

p.

121,

cited

family
in

Bureau of the Census Statistical Abstract of the

1991,

p.

454,

table 730).

With this statistical

information as a reference we

can now examine further some of Yarde's experiences.
Yarde's words about his early family life,
an extended family.
instrumental

In

he speaks about

The extended family can be

in maintaining a positive sense of one's self

301

in the African American family.

Both Yarde and Kayiga

comment about extended families with regard to exposure to
the arts.

Kayiga tells us about an artists that painted

beds and peaked his
Hill

identifies

interest in art.

Researcher Robert

five traits which may be responsible

the survival of African American families,
African Americans'
orientation,

unique past history:

religious orientation"

extended

(Hill,

1987,

Warrick's

a hard-working public servant.
family together when his

p.

74).

strong

Each of the

of these traits

in

father was recognized as

Yarde's mother held his

father was debilitated with the

weight of unfulfilled dreams.
family as does Mailou Jones.

Kayiga talks of his extended
Whitaker was raised in a

small Southern town in Georgia,
guiding force.

strong

family networks,

artist participants had some or all
their formative years.

especially given

"Strong work

flexibility of family roles,

achievement orientation,

for

where the church was a

Some readers may be shocked to read those

attributes associated with African American families,

but

those same people may be unaware of the existence of an
African American middle class.

Families

in this group have

been able to:
. . . emerge through the narrow window of
opportunity that exposes them to education,
advancement, success, and a sampling of the good
life.
These families have been able to develop
particular maintenance functions or a
culture-specific modus operandi for achieving
solid middle class status and for managing
ongoing problems and stressors even after
stability is achieved.
(Coner-Edwards & Edwards,
p. 1, 1988)
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If we apply Hill's
family background,

five traits to Richard Yarde's

there are some correlations.

Yarde

speaks of how the economic load heaped upon the weight of
prejudice sucked some of the life out of his
mother,

aware of this burden as well

opportunity,

father.

His

as her own limits of

rose to the occasion in her own way and made

Yarde's education a top priority.

She also availed herself

of her extended family and exposed Richard to the better
things which she saw from afar as a domestic.

What Yarde's

mother did was to use her job as an opportunity,
handicap,

not a

to provide her son with yet another peek into the

world to which he clearly wanted to belong,

the world of

art.

Chervl Warrick
Cheryl Warrick,

like Yarde,

has also used the link

between art and spirituality as a means of healing.
Warrick,

the healing has been emotional,

healing has been psycho/physical.
healing in both cases was

For

and for Yarde the

The key is that the

focused on the

family experience.

Warrick searches for relief from the mixed messages she
received about race and gender as a child,
alcoholism,

while Yarde searches

for a healing of his

family's struggles and the physical
Cheryl Warrick was born

and her mother's

illness of his body.

in Cranston,

Rhode Island,

1956 where they were the only African American family.

in
Her

mother suffered from severe psychological problems and died
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when Warrick was seventeen years old.
continues to be a recurring theme

Her mother's death

in Warrick's work.

She

was exposed to the arts very early and attended an
alternative high school.

The Warricks later moved to a

community that was predominantly African American.

Warrick

had a difficult time fitting in because she had spent most
of her time in a predominantly Caucasian neighborhood.
Warrick's love of art was suppressed for a time,
pursued a degree
her mother.

in nursing which

while she

fulfilled a promise to

Warrick received her nursing degree

in

1977,

and began work as a nurse at Brigham and Women's Hospital
in Boston part-time.
received a B.F.A.

In 1985,

she

fulfilled her dream and

in painting from the Massachusetts

College of Art.
Her work is non-representation cibstraction,

and

centers around the idea of rebirth and evocation.
describes her work:
emotional

"My work is about human experience,

the

space you travel through to understand yourself

and the painting."
healing,

Warrick

In terms of the different kinds of

Warrick and Whitaker present a different

perspective.

Both have professions that involve medicine,

or scientific healing.

But Warrick also practices a

special kind of spiritual self healing.
Economically Warrick grew up in a middle class
household where the thought of attending college was not
merely wishful thinking.

The early part of Warrick's

childhood was spent in the predominantly Caucasian
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community of Cranston,

Rhode Island,

because her father

thought it would be a place where his children would have
more opportunities.

He did not do this because he was

ashamed of his people;
for equal

in fact he spent his career working

opportunity for all people.

At the time of his

death he was working as director of the Human Rights
Commission of Rhode Island.

The interesting mixed message

that Warrick was hearing came from her mother:
CW:
I think he [her father] wanted us to have an
education.
He wanted us to have a home that was
a safe place to live.
I think that that is what
he really wanted.
I think there was a down-side
to that because I didn't get exposed to my
people.
I didn't grow up, I didn't have that, I
didn't have, you know, a lot of Black friends
growing up, I didn't have, and I also had a
mother who was, she was born in the South.
She
was born in Raleigh, North Carolina.
She had a
very, sort of a tortured kind of childhood.
But
my mom was adopted by her aunt.
Her mother, her
own mother abandoned her.
So I don't even know,
I don't even have that connection.
My mother
died when she was fifty, of alcoholism.
She had
a real lot of issues about being Black.
I can
remember her saying to me, you know, in the '70s,
you are not Black, you're Negro-American, she had
very fair skin.
One of her issues was skin color
and I am trying to investigate her lineage, her
background to try and figure out what those,
where all that came from.
But when you are
growing up in the South in the '30s and '40s, if
you had lighter skin, you could assimilate : . .
you could make it, and if you were darker skin
then you couldn't, you were relegated to the
house or the fields or wherever.
I had a father
who was very, very pro- you know, Black power,
freedom, and a mother who was not.
You know, in
fact I can very much remember when I was about 12
or 13 and the first boy that I ever was
fascinated with, she told me he was too dark and
that I should be careful because I didn't want to
have dark babies.
So I had all these images in
mind that was so conflicting and I didn't, I mean
I don't think that I really actually consciously
knew that then, I just knew that I was getting
different messages so I really didn't know.
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MC:
She did not have any problem with them being
Black?
CW:
They had to be light enough to produce light
enough children.
But there is such a strange
thing was that my father was much darker than she
was.
So that there was just so many conflicting
things and then, my parents were divorced before
she died.
And he remarried, he remarried someone
that was White.
So I got a lot of different
information from that.
I don't think consciously
I worked on it and it's just now that I'm even
able to talk about it.
You know, it took years
to be able to articulate what that could have
meant to me.
So I'm one of four.
I'm the third of four.
I have an older brother and an older sister and a
younger brother, and it's funny to look, they
probably don't have the same, I think my younger
brother does, my younger brother has issues about
it.
Well he was very young when, when, he was
nine when my mom died.
When my parents got a
divorce, I ended up in my father's custody
because my mother was an alcoholic and really out
of control and she kept my brother, and somehow
there were issues that she had with daughter and
so I ended up with my father and he lived in
Providence, which was much more you know,
ethnically diverse.
And I went to Hope High
School, which was a predominantly Black high
school, so I went in, I was in the ninth grade, I
suppose, and that was just sheer torture because
I came in as an outcast.
And was totally
ostracized for being, I was too Uncle Tom,
I was
too White to be Black.
I grew up, that's how I
grew up.
I grew up in good schools, I didn't
know how to talk like everyone else.
You know,
I, I, so I felt very out of touch, and then ended
up being transferred, I went to an alternate
writing program, which was a high school without
walls that I could sort of write my own package
and decide what I wanted to do.
Here we see a young Cheryl Warrick suffering the
conflict caused by the light skinned/dark skinned caste
system that Calvin Burnett discussed.
rears

its ugly head once again.

The

"Brown Bag Test"

Warrick's mother is a

product of the same prejudice that Burnett described as
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happening thirty years ago.

Warrick's mother places an

additional burden on her daughter,

saying that she must be

on guard not to marry someone too dark,
children who would be too dark.
married Warrick's

as they would bear

And yet her mother has

father who is dark skinned.

If Cheryl

Warrick were to believe that too dark an offspring
thing,

is a bad

then what kind of self image was she to have?

Warrick counts her father among those who sent her
mixed signals as well,

since after his wife's death he

married a White woman.
as his

first wife was

Caucasian woman.

Perhaps this

is not so surprising,

indeed light enough to pass

And then why upon the divorce of her

parents did the mother want custody of the son,
father custody of the daughter.
that out in her own mind,
gender issues,

for a

as well

and the

Warrick is still working
as some complicated

for example were the parents looking at

their children as surrogates?
Warrick states that when she moved to a predominantly
African American school,
This raises the

she was

"too White to be Black."

issue about an African American

family

raising children in a predominantly Caucasian community.
was raised in the same type of community.

To know who you

are in this situation you must be very strong.
the course of her interviews,

Warrick's strength

as she describes how she is working through all
issues.
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I

And over
is evident
of these

One
been

of the most

able to

significant ways

examine her childhood,

her relationship with her mother,
art

is

the

spiritual

relationships.

link to her

Initially,

create the American dream
conflicts prevented this
these hardships

served as

is

understanding of her past

only

between art
family

and

spirituality that makes

life both tangible

and

out

At the

Warrick's

So

to

it

same

time,

despite
healing

to her when
is

Cheryl

the

link

Warrick's

retraceable.

CW:
I think it, the way that I work is really
about, literally what I was saying about peeling
down and scraping down, my work is really about
layers and time.
And this sub-conscious imagery
that keeps bubbling up and these organic forms
that, you know, I don't have a pre-conceived idea
about my painting when I go to paint.
They just
evolve and in that way they are really organic
and I guess I think that the process of my
getting back to that, to finding myself is a very
organic life and death, you know, A-B-C kind of
process where I found it again, because I was
meant to find it again, and it was like through
death and life there's like a re-birth kind of
thing and I think that that's sort of how I came
back to my work, but also how I see my work.
That like the layers and the shapes, they get
covered up, but they get found again.
They get
re-born if you see them in a different way.
And
lately I did, these four drawings that are up
here are from the series about, I had been
talking to someone about voice and memory of
voice that I had no memory of my mother's voice
and I kept trying to remember what her, you know
she's been dead for nineteen years, now I
remember the things she said, but I don't
remember what her voice sounded like.
So I've
been playing with these images and Xeroxing, you
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Her

but personal

available

illuminated through her painting.

art.

family

set

for Warrick,

Cheryl

is

and

father

from happening.
lessons

specifically

through her

family,

their contradictory nature.

is

and more

childhood

Warrick's
for his

in which Warrick has

it

know, photographs and they're going to be applied
in the drawings, the photographs and one letter
that she had written to me and her obituary and
almost like prompts the idea, that sometimes you
need a prompt to sort of stimulate your memory.
So this series of drawings was born out of the
idea of using dialogue and words as an
underpainting for the pieces and all the first
layers are written, are writings about memories
of things that she said to me.
And then they get
covered up, much like the way your conscious mind
covers things up.
What Warrick
for healing,

is

talking

but art

as

speaks

of

art as

speaks

of

art as magic.

terms

of

actual

is

It

When

work.

By

also

spoke

I

find

of

in the

a metaphor
She

subconscious;

the

oneself

is

as

of healing.

oneself

of trying to

find out who he

art

speak of magic,

lose

studying his body

is trying to

not

means

powers

is possible to

equally possible to
Yarde

is

searching the

of the transcendental

process.
it

a way

an

about

I

do

she
so

in

art making
in

one's

art,

but

there.

find himself

in his

art making process

Yarde

and then begin to heal

that

person through that understanding.
At present,

Warrick

is beginning to

possible to continue her dual
artist and a

registered nurse.

economic question.
she has
nurse,

She

is

so that

career;

is

no

longer a

source

nursing,

that

making.

The psychological

both

At this

a

if

it

is

practicing

point this

is

fact

an
that

to her mother to become
factor

Many artists work another
but when the

as

comfortable with the

fulfilled her promise

making.

life

assess

of

stress may begin to
safety
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into her decision

job

income

to
is

support their art
as

stressful

interfere with the
net

a

that

Cheryl

as
art

Warrick's

art provides her may eventually have priority over economic
concerns.

Furthermore,

in Warrick's case,

her husband also

has a stable profession.
Warrick told me about a unique exhibition,
in the conceptual

stage,

that

currently

involves the work of artists

working while they were pregnant:
CW:
There's a potential to be in a show next
summer, and the theme of the show is pregnant
women who make art.
And I think it's very
interesting because when you're pregnant it sort
of informs your whole life, it changes your whole
life, of course it changed my art, you know, the
things I was making art about when I was
pregnant, you know, are very different than what
I'm making art about when I'm not pregnant.
Because it just informs your life, it's just in
your body, it's part of you and it comes out, you
know.
MC:
How did you see your work changing when you
were pregnant?
CW:
I can remember getting into bed at night and
looking at those ridiculous pregnancy books, the
pictures, I mean just being mad (in the joyous
sense) about the whole thing, and some of the
drawings that I did, I would remember you know,
well twenty-sixth week, long bone week, so some
of my drawings and sketches would be about long
bones and some drawings were about the placentas
and some were about. ... So they really
informed a part of my artistic life and I dipped
in to that, and I would put them away, but I
needed to feel that in my art.
In this
for her.

instance,

art became a psychological

comfort

She was able to use art - as no man could - to

help her with the uncertainties of expecting a child.

All

men and women have ways of dealing with the expectations of
pregnancy.

Warrick was able to combine the creation of

life to that of the creation of art.
experience reserved for women artists:
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This

is a singular

CW:
No, I, sometimes I do because I think, you
know, I want to just make my art, I don't want to
be in nursing, or, I'm not a nurse anymore you
know, I've just outgrown that role, and it gets
harder and harder to go there.
So from a sense
that I would like to be able to make my work with
all of that, you know, in that sense I worry
about it, but I know that I'll always do it.
So
it's really a long-term proposition.
It's just
something that I think I've always been.
I think
that when I was younger I probably ignored it
because I couldn't, I didn't have the strength to
say, look, this is who I am.
MC:
How did you feel when you were more of
full-time nurse and more part-time artist?

a

CW:
I think I was very disrespected, I think I
was very, I was living in a place in myself where
it was much more about taking care of other
people because that's what I felt I had to do.
And I think, I think about it, I think I remember
that my mother said that, the two things that she
always wanted to be was a nurse or a teacher, and
I became a nurse for her, I figured she was dead
so I'll do it.
She died right before I, in fact
her funeral was probably on a Friday, on Monday I
started my nursing school.
It

is

inevitable that

unresolved

'good

Warrick will

issues with her parents;

statement that
the

Cheryl

she became

daughter'

a

speaks

nurse
about

see,

sacrifice

In her mother's mind,

on

job."

mother
roles
has

stereotypes.

is

caught

In the
social

in a

following

consciousness

have
the

Being
as

was taking

Again we hear about Warrick's

I

continued her career

as well

Cheryl

sending her daughter mixed messages
and

seems

for example,

for her mother.

seeking approval.
"a good woman's

always

remain
in

intrigued by how Warrick

nursing,

cycle of
section

while

sacrifice
I

will
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in doing

so

she

for her mother.

discuss

art can promote yet

healing.

about gender

how through

another kind

of

Art

and Social Consciousness/Affirming Images of African
Americans; Nelson Stevens, Paul Goodnight,
Michael Borders. Shirley Whitaker
What

Michael

connects

Borders,

and

produce Affirming
in my

opinion,

they are

images

of

for their

This will

defending them

become

Their

speaking

is

clear through

imagery places

and

is

each

of these

for that

choice has

accessibility of their

images

of paramount

social

myth as

imagery,

racial

stereotypes

a

these
to

in a

sense
The

concern to

tremendous

artists

considers

the African American

importance.

and how that

(Aunt Jemima,

these artists to take matters

in the
and

central

of

of

stereotyping.

audience

community to be

excerpts

them

of choosing one's

Each of

And

race by the very content

from misconceptions

implications.

to

it to varying degrees,

for African Americans,

artists,

Goodnight,

their desire

idea

social

Paul

of African American people.

although they deny

interviews.

position

Nelson Stevens,

Shirley Whitaker

spokespeople

their work.
their

artists

The power

imagery has

for example),

of

led to

have

representation

of

into

led
their

own hands.

Nelson Stevens
Nelson Stevens has been
American Studies
1972.

Stevens

at the University

grew up

neighborhood until
had what Stevens

a professor of Art

in

a

of Massachusetts

since

predominantly African American

about the age

referred to

and African

as
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of
a

sixteen.

His

"middle-class

parents

crisis"

and

moved out

of New York City to upper New

new environment was
were the

predominantly Caucasian;

only African American

family.

shock Stevens missed the museums he
visited as well

as

the

education took place
parents

energy

in

felt this would

educationally.

Catholic

schools.

schools,

interest

While he

University,

1960s,

city.

schools

He was

received his

Stevens believes

Stevens became

B.F.A.

in the

education
a

as

to

illustrated,

historical

and more

impetus

an

of

spent

artist.

known

create

from the bible

State

time he

to provide

This

icons

so that Nelson

founding member of

images

religious

early

from Ohio

American community with positive

view of

culture

later moved to public

that

Afro Cobra's mandate was

notion provided the

they

because his

Catholic

based group of African American artists
Cobra.

the

His

in art became more

Cleveland he began his true
late

Despite

fact

offer Nelson greater advantage

could attend the

serious.

in

This

and his mother had

of the

His parents became

and his

York State.

a

In the

Chicago

as Afro

the African
themselves.
an Afrocentric

in the

form of

calendars:

NS:
I guess about 1960, I made a decision that
my painting was going to be about Black people
and it wasn't going to be about these stripes and
stuff like that.
But this is an evolutionary
process because Cleveland didn't have that answer
for me, in terms of the politics.
When I went to
Kent State I knew exactly what I was, see I was
painting in Cleveland with these ten guys, women
too.
It wasn't until I got to Kent State that I
knew what I had to fight against and until I got
to Chicago and joined Afro Cobra in '69 . . . art
should be about its liberating force . . . and
started making it very clear that you could
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in

construct images that would deviate,
give power to Black people.
Afro Cobra offered Stevens'
art,

be

an education as to the power of

it liberating or healing.

live his life with the notion of
something with his art.

that would

Stevens continues to
"fighting against"

Stevens offers the most militant

outlook for how art can be used.
Stevens view of multiculturalism is also more
suspicious then the other participants

in the study.

feelings are related to Stevens rather late
the world of the

"other"

(in the case the

These

introduction to

"White World").

NS:
Until I was like twelve or thirteen, I
thought everybody was Black basically.
And then
I found out no, there's a White world and there's
an island here where Black people live and then I
found out, those island are connected to the rest
of the world and White people are a minority. It
made a hell of a lot of difference because I
think we have a lot to offer from that
perspective, but I don't know, this whole
minority thing and now this cultural modernist
thing and multiculture.
I was down at the N.C.A.
[National Conference of Artists] conference, and
I brought the point up.
Are we in such bad shape
now because of cultural pluralism that I think
they're being blackmailed by their funding to
have multicultural [programming] in a Black
institution.
And I am starting to see a whole
lot of the multicultural thing working against
Black people.
Stevens'

perception of multiculturalism presents an

interesting counterpoint.

For most of this study I have

been looking at multicultural programming

in terms of

mainstream art establishments with a Eurocentric bias
presenting the work of African American artists.

Here

Stevens raises the question of African American art
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institutions having to expand their programming to

include

other artists.
The following excerpt recounts his early association
with art:
MC:

Was your family involved in

[the]

arts?

NS:
No.
My family wasn't, although my mother
supported the idea.
In terms of, we grew up in
Brooklyn, NY and you know, lower-middle class
section in Bed Stuy.
I've always known that
there was about 10 maybe even 20% of people who
were visually astute and I remember even in
first, second and third grade, there was only
like one or two or three of us, never got to be
five or six, always figured it to be 10%.
The
girls would be using chalk for hopscotch and we'd
take their chalk and we'd draw on the ground and
then we'd give them back their chalk and we'd go
up on the top floor and we'd look down.
I mean
we weren't looking at reality and drawing,
earlier on we were looking at flat 2-dimensional
things and drawing.
Then I got interested in
going to the museum, that's when my mother came
in, I guess.
I took some classes at the Museum
of Modern Art.
Brooklyn Museum that had some
pretty nice paintings, but I never really studied
a lot of them.
Like my mother took me to the
Museum of Modern Art, I must have been about nine
or ten, she took me a couple of times and I took
the subway over sometimes.
Nelson Stevens began his exploration
opposite ends of the spectrum.

His mother was

him to modern art at the museums,
a Caucasian male perspective,
making his

introducing

and on the other hand he was

"street drawings."

This

from

which was primarily from

He describes how he was not

working from reality as a kid doing these
drawings."

into art

is not unusual.

"street

All kids work with the

kinds of images that Stevens describes,

planes,

characters,

imagination early

etc.

What grabbed Stevens'

cartoon

on was the Western Art that he saw in the museums of New
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York City.

This same Western Art,

visual world,

would later be the

of Afrocentric religious

and

its dominance of the

impetus

for the calendar

images that Stevens now annually

produces.
Stevens'

early experiences with race provided him with

glimpses of two different but similar worlds.
child,

his

As a young

family lived comfortably in a predominantly

African American community in New York City.
was sixteen,

his parents moved the

when he

family to up-state New

York to a predominantly Caucasian community,
enrolled in a Catholic School.

Then,

and he

At first Stevens regarded

this as the manifestation of his parents going through a
"middle class crisis."
Stevens'

That statement

implies that

parents were concerned that their child would not

get the proper education if they stayed in the old
neighborhood,

or that culturally they needed to expose the

family to the dominant culture.
Stevens describes the culture shock he

felt:

"These

were the most White people I'd seen before that were not on
television,

and these were like television people,

jumped right out of the television."
the

initial

school,

they

He suffered through

fear of the unknown while attending Catholic

although he describes the experience as having been

positive academically.
according to Stevens,
Catholic schools.

His parents had become Catholics,
so that the children could attend

The experiment was short lived,

left its mark on Stevens'

memory.
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It

but

it

is possible that this

Catholic school had some subconscious affect on Stevens
decision to produce his calendar.
schools

in Catholic

images of the Eurocentric Jesus Christ permeates

the entire curriculum.
or tool

Certainly

Perhaps the calendar,

in the fight against Eurocentric

as a weapon

icons,

is directly

related to that school experience.
In 1961,

Nelson Stevens received his B.F.A.

degree

from Ohio State University and was certified to teach K-12.
He states that his real education as an artist began after
receiving that degree.

He describes the time he spent in

Cleveland as being the most crucial

in terms of his

development as an artist and as a person.
the early 1960s,
the educational
changing;

Stevens began his
institution.

formal

In Cleveland,

in

education outside

At this time the country was

Martin Luther King and Malcolm X were both

powerful voices,
development.

who played a major role

in Stevens'

In fact Stevens had the chance to meet

Malcolm X and drive him from Cleveland to Pittsburgh;
that point on,

from

politics and art become inseparable for him.

In the early 1960s,
abstract paintings,

Stevens was working on a series of

which were selling well.

Then his

imagery became political,

which,

given the turbulent times,

was probably inevitable.

Sales began to slump,

but Stevens

was moving to a point in his life where he was beginning to
understand that his art needed to serve a different
purpose.
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NS:
I never looked to the majority culture for
my approval rating.
It's, that's why, and I
learned this from the musicians, all the
musicians that I know, Black musicians, they've
never had to be legitimized by White people.
Like ministers don't have to be legitimized by
White people.
There are certain people in the
Black community, so, I guess about 1960, I made a
decision that my painting was going to be about
Black people and it wasn't going to be about
these stripes and stuff like that.
But, this is
an evolutionary process because Cleveland didn't
have that answer for me, in terms of the
politics.
It wasn't until I got to Kent State
that I knew what I had to fight against and until
I got to Chicago and joined Afro Cobra; see I
graduated from Kent State in '69 and I joined
Afro Cobra in '69 and I got a job in Northern
Illinois in 1969.
It was a very good year to
have a degree, 1969.
That was a hell of a year.
For a Black person in this country, it's not like
it is now, where they are trying to do with Black
people in jobs and, they were trying to get them
in, into the structure so that they wouldn't be
directing their energies towards destroying from
the streets.
I understood what that was about,
but it wasn't until I really got to Chicago and
got with, what came to be Afro Cobra, that we
came to politics of art.
Of what art should be
about in it's liberating force to African
Americans and started making it very clear that
you could construct images that would deviate,
that would give power to Black people.
Stevens'

turning point came when he realized that art

can and should be a liberating force,
certain kinds of
stereotypical

images,

and that by producing

an artist can deviate

images to create images that will

African American community.

from
empower the

Stevens clarifies that

realization:
NY:
Well you've got to remember there is almost
ten years between my undergraduate education and
my graduate education and there is a lot of
difference (socially).
One, the Black community
is entirely different in 1960 than it is in 1970.
King had know been assassinated, Kennedy has been
assassinated, it's very clear what is being done
to students that were coming through, then we are
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highly politically motivated.
They are asking
about relevance and questioning everything.
Institutional structures have modified and
changed because of that decade perhaps more than
any other. I think there has been so much
right-wing fascist kinds of pressure when you
deal on the subliminal level.
If you remember
all the Black activist that got shot, all of the
Black organizations that got infiltrated, they
got tapes of King under the bed, Hoover kind of
activities and, you know, Nixon kinds of things.
There is . . . the skepticism between the Black
middle-class and the Black lower-class is larger
now than probably ever. I think that out of that
period the Black middle-class has been able to
advance, but I don't think the Black lower-class
has followed.
The strife of the 1960s provided Stevens with the
impetus to find a way to make art more meaningful.
researcher and colleague,

it is this period in his history

that defines who Nelson Stevens is today.
experience,

To this

Without this

there would be no "Black Christian Fine Art

Calendar," nor would his personal imagery be what it is.
Currently,

Stevens'

work is figurative and

representational.
Afro Cobra came about as a response to the elite's
belief that the artist should be aloof and distant from his
or her audience.

The artists of Afro Cobra saw themselves

as a part the African American community,

and Stevens sees

himself as responsible for "supplying images for that
community."

In fact the people that make up Afro Cobra

don't call themselves artists;
"image makers."

instead they use the term

Stevens is well aware of the power of art

and he uses art as his sword in his battle against
oppression.
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Nelson Stevens'

feeling of responsibility led him to

produce a calendar designed to supply religious
for the African American community.
rationale for the calendar in the

iconography

Stevens describes the

following excerpt:

NS:
I started thinking about the lack of imagery
in terms of inclusion in a calendar, and it
dawned on me that I knew all of the people that
could make a change in Black Christian
iconography, business people, my wife's skills in
terms of the computer and in terms of organizing
a business, and all of the artists, that had not
been involved in Religious Iconography, and this
would give them an opportunity to do that.
I
answered the phone one day and this guy was
talking to me about, the calendar was already out
at that time, and he was telling me that I was in
the business of saving souls.
And I hadn't guite
related to it quite that way. I thought about it
more in terms of the fact that, the Bible says
that Jesus is Black, or at least not White, and
Black people by and large, twenty million of them
have White iconography, and knowing all of the
artists that could make that kind of change, I
felt that if I didn't do it would almost be like
a sin of omission.
I started calling artists and
finding out how they felt about the concept and
all across the board if they weren't too busy on
personal commissions, everybody said yeah, they'd
get down on it.
So we commissioned artists, like
yourself, to do a piece for the calendar, trying
to get as diverse an aesthetic among the
different artists and still have the best artists
in particular ways of handling the medium and
deal with specific assignments from the Bible.
MC:
Do you see the calendar as a political
religious project?

or a

NS:
I think they're both at the same time.
I
think it's an aesthetic project, I think it's a
religious project, I think it's an empowerment
project, I think it is a nurturing. ... I think
it is a healing process.
I think the work that
we are doing does all these things under the
cloak of a business, a small business. In the
first year we were able to sell about 17,000
calendars.
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Stevens'

calendar project is a related the

groups like Afro Cobra.

ideals of

Afro Cobra was and is still

a

group of politically minded artists who saw their role as
providing a militant visual voice
community.

It was not unusual

for the African American

in the

1960s

for Afro Cobra

to give their work away or sell very inexpensively in the
form of posters or postcards.

This practice was seen as a

means to make the work more accessible.
calendar project is

The

fact that the

in part a commercial venture could

cause some to question Stevens'

motives.

In reality

Stevens saw connection that the Church may be the most
accessible way to distribute positive
Americans.

images of African

There may be no more positive

image than that

of the iconography to which we worship?

When Afro Cobra

exhibited in barber shops and libraries,

those were

positive steps toward accessibility for lower income
African Americans.

During the

1960s there was a sense of

urgency under which Afro Cobra operated.
presented by Afro Cobra,

alternative to the
European Bible,

images,

as

where intended to empower that

segment of the African American community.
approach to the Biblical

These

Stevens'

iconography provides an

imagery of the traditional Western

where

"Black"

is always seen as evil;

Black is seen in the face of Jesus.

Incidentally,

members of Afro Cobra have contributed
calendar project.
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here

other

images to Stevens

To date,
been sold,

tens of thousands of these calendars have

and the original artwork from the calendar has

been exhibited across the nation.
filled a dramatic void,
visual images.

This work has obviously

and it also speaks to the power of

Stevens research establishes a figure of

"twenty million Black Christians across the country," and
it is his hope that his aesthetic/religious/empowerment
project will continue to meet the needs of this large
population of African American Christians.
If we analyze the question of the Black Churches role
historically,

it is clear that religion and its leadership

have played a pivotal part in delivering Black people from
the trials of slavery,
segregation,

Reconstruction-era politics,

and discrimination. African "Black people have

made black religious leaders the trustees of their hopes
and aspirations for a liberated future"
80).

(Harris,

1993,

Throughout the history of African Americans,

p.

there

has always been a strong leap of faith that has enabled us
to follow and trust in Black religious leadership,

as well

as the dogma of that leadership:
Leadership is an essential component of this
mutual process of praxis in the Black church. Its
principle task is to nurture an alternative
consciousness from the dominant culture and to
evoke participation in God's liberating activity.
(Brueggemann, as cited in Harris, 1978, p. 78)
The calendar that Nelson Stevens produces,
Service of the Lord:

"Art in

Your Black Christian Fine Art

Calendar," is a tool given to the African American
religious community as they work towards the goals of
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political

liberation.

Traditionally religious leaders like

Martin Luther King saw the power of the church as a

focal

point from which the African American community could be
galvanized.
the Bible.

The calendar serves as a visual
By presenting religious

American context,
darkness.

"Black"

icons

counterpart to

in an African

is no longer the color of evil

or

Instead "Black" becomes the color of the skin of

the very icons to which we pray.
NS:
I use the word image maker to separate
myself from those ivory tower artists, people who
feel that painting is purely aesthetic and the
meaning of the painting, in terms of the content
is not of primary importance, so what I'm trying
to do, I guess is to show a level of politicized
aesthetics.
But I realize that all art is
political, so, but, just to be clear sometimes I
use the word, but all art is political.
The

idea hinges around "representation."

The

images

in Stevens calendars allow Black worshipers to see
themselves as good,

because the God to whom we pray

represents the viewer.
that Stevens outlines

This

is the goal

in his profile.

goal that Afro Cobra was

the vehicle to achieve that goal

This goal could

with the arts being

of empowerment.

Stevens has devoted himself to this colossal
artist and political activist.

images

It is also the same

formed around.

also be defined as community action,

for these

Political

Nelson

endeavor as an

activist is a

role that Stevens seems to feel comfortable with in the
context of being pro-active

in his

fight against what he

describes as the oppression of African Americans.

He sees

himself as providing images that act as a catalyst for
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salvation/liberation.

In this endeavor Stevens becomes the

preacher and the calendar is his sermon.
early days of Afro Cobra,

as

in the

(who were a much more

revolutionary group in the
"fight"

And,

1960s)

that sermon is about the

for salvation and healing.

Paul Goodnight
Paul Goodnight was born in Chicago and raised in
Boston,

Massachusetts,

although he did spend some of his

childhood in the suburban community of Lexington,
Massachusetts.

Goodnight never really felt comfortable

mostly Caucasian Lexington,

and that experiment soon ended.

He always seemed to be drawing as a kid,
time was a

"get by."

school and impress his

but art at this

It was a way to get out of work in
friends.

and spent some time in jail.

Paul

ran with a bad crowd,

This direction in Paul's life

led him to military service and Vietnam.
he returned from Vietnam,

It was not until

emotionally scarred,

persuaded to pursue art seriously.

in

imagery at this time was more political,
subjects like Mohammed Ali and H.

that he was

He received his B.F.A

from the Massachusetts College of Art

activist.

1975.

Goodnight's

dealing with

Rap Brown,

the Black

At this time Goodnight attended his

first

National Conference of African American Artists,
changed his

life.

multigenerational

in

There he met and learned

and it

from a

array of African American artists,
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such

as Lois Mailou Jones.

At present Goodnight supports

himself through his art and commercial
Paul Goodnight,

art ventures.

like Nelson Stevens,

is dedicated to

the presentation of positive

images of black life to the

African American community.

At

over,"

first art was just a

a way of avoiding serious school work;

later,

"get
art

would become a means of self healing.
PG:
I was born in Chicago and I grew up in
Boston and Connecticut most of my life.
I think
I always had an unusual talent, you know, because
when people would ask me to draw things, like on
their jackets or you know, cartoons or something
like that, I gravitated to do that.
I knew I
could get some money if I drew these.
That's why
my English is bad today.
But it did, it did have
something that I could do and in high school, you
know, you always wanted to be able to do
something that sets you apart that makes you feel
so that there is some tough work there.
And
actually this was one of the things that I really
enjoyed.
And I think whenever I got in trouble
it was like therapy for me, I was either sent to
my room or sent somewhere where I'm isolated.
If
I had a pencil and a pen or a pencil and some
paper, whatever that isolation, it didn't seem so
bad.
You're taking me, but give me a pen, give
me a pad of paper and I could go ahead and draw.
You know ... it was a get over.
Stevens and Goodnight are connected because they both seem
to be more comfortable in the company of other African
Americans.

Stevens tells us how he was sixty years old

when he was really exposed to a larger population of
Caucasian people,
being an oasis
Lexington,

and Goodnight takes about the projects

for him in comparison to the suburbs of

Massachusetts.

PG:
In Connecticut, basically I grew up in
projects.
Most of my life.
My neighborhood was
based on ... in projects.
Although, I lived
out in Lexington with my Aunt for a while.
I
325

remember living in a house, when I was living
with my mother, I lived in a house, and then I
moved to my grandmother's and we lived in a
project.
And then when I was up here with my
Aunt, I lived in a house and then it was back and
forth between projects.
Which was fine with me,
because the projects was like this kind of oasis
of people.
You conformed or you didn't conform.
There was this oasis of people, when you're
young, it seems like you had a larger family than
you normally would have had if you just lived
like, by yourself in a house.
There's always
that protective thing, and there's always street
and, you know, you got a thorough education
there.
It was a cathartic experience

for me to hear that

statement because I grew up in the same town of Lexington
that Paul Goodnight felt he had to escape

from.

Goodnight's story made me step back for just a minute,
question the decision my parents had made to move

and

from

Cambridge to Lexington when I was born.

Lexington was,

still

Although we both

is,

mostly a Caucasian community.

spent time in Lexington,

and

Goodnight and I gained our

knowledge about the advantages and disadvantages of a
Caucasian neighborhood versus an African American
neighborhood from opposite vantage points.
had to learn what Goodnight already knew,

As an adult,
and he had to

learn what I already knew about who we were as people.
parents are proud African American people,
our heritage,

I

My

who taught us

and I remember those teachings with pride.

To live in a community populated by people mostly of your
own race is something I have never experienced.

In the end

we were both able to take advantage of the

"school

knocks,"

Goodnight was

and we learned our lessons well.
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of hard

grateful that he was able to experience both societies,
however he maintains he

is more comfortable

in the African

American community.
Artistically,
similar places

Paul Goodnight and I have arrived at

in terms of our art.

We both look to the

past for positive images of African Americans,
the turbulence of the

but

it was

1960s and the Black Power movement

that helped shape Goodnight's self-imposed visual mandate.
When Paul Goodnight returned from Vietnam,
speak,

due to what

Syndrome.

he was unable to

is now known as Post-Traumatic Stress

While trying to heal himself he turned to art.

PG:
It's just drawing was as natural as running
or walking.
Anytime that I wanted to go . . .
I'd draw.
Anytime I wanted to withdraw I would
draw.
So it would be very relaxing for me to do
that.
It didn't require any thought and it did
compose me to some degree.
Well, it all kind of
fit together.
And my brother, Carl, also was
trying to get me into art school because he
thought, you know, since I had the G.I. Bill, I
might as well do something with it.
I had a
problem in high school, in a lot of the public
schools they kind of pass you on and you know
that's not odd, it's just the overcrowding.
So
saying that I needed to become literate was
another real, real kind of embarrassing
statement.
So what he suggested with the G.I.
Bill that I should just go ahead and go into an
art school or something like that, since I liked
art.
I did not even know how to read or write
that well.
So there is this real clear . . .
fear.
He didn't know it, nobody knew it.
I
could fake it.
So, going to school was totally
remote for me.
I didn't even think about going
into any kind of higher education.
Fortunately,
going through a therapist, learning how to speak,
and going to school, they all kind of tied in.
In this excerpt from his profile Goodnight talks about
how art upon his return from Vietnam again provided an
escape,

but more importantly art was the catalyst that led
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to his emotional healing.

This example of the power of art

relates to the healing art has provided Richard Yarde and
Cheryl Warrick.

It took Goodnight's brother to remind him

of how he used art as a support mechanism and escape as a
child.
Again we see how family intervention and support shape
who we are today.

When Paul Goodnight's brother persuaded

him to go on to finish his education,
brother's life.

Art,

he may have saved his

along with the love of his brother,

led Goodnight to education and a chance

for a very

different life than the one he may have had

if those two

factors did not exist.
Goodnight received his degree
College of Art,
education.

from Massachusetts

which represents the extent of his

formal

Goodnight credits his experiences at the

National Conference of Artists with providing some of his
most important learning.

Before graduating,

Goodnight and

his fellow Black students made their presence
like Afro Cobra,

these students were not

felt.

And,

interested in

commercial venues such as the Newbury Street galleries of
Boston.

These students wanted to show their art where it

would make a difference to African Americans.
The idea of learning from one's elders
to African Americans,

but

is not unique

it has been an important part of

African American/African tradition.

And

it

is out of this

tradition of mentoring that Paul Goodnight agreed to became
a participant in this study.

It is Goodnight's hope that
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through this research his experiences will help others to
also see a light at the end of a tunnel.

This tradition

led Goodnight to regularly attend the annual National
Conference of Artists conferences
African American artists).

In the

Goodnight recounts this period,
began,

(an organization of
following passage

when the real

learning

and he became a dedicated artist with a purpose.

PG:
The first time I went to the NCA was 1975
and I saw piles of artists all over the place,
you know, from across the country.
And they all
had this same kind of message and it made you
quiet.
It made you want to be quiet, because
what you're about is not you, you, it's a legacy
of people that are before you saying pretty much
the same thing, and the history and the culture
and some of the spirit that goes into all of this
stuff, was changing my purpose for drawing and
painting.
It wasn't my portrait, it wasn't my
foolishness.
These guys were real serious.
I
played with it, I used it as a vehicle I used it,
to manipulate.
These people were really involved
in it.
This was something that was real to me.
I had to find out, kind of almost fall in line,
to get, you know, there's something more about
this than what I thought art was.
I thought it
was a game.
These people started to design,
define and actually live on existence of what
they are.
They were not ashamed of being an
artist.
In fact, there was a real purity about
it and there was a way that they had in talking
about it.
Romare Bearden, . . . Elizabeth
Catlett, Lois Mailou Jones, these people, who
were pretty much pioneers of the decade in art,
were all about some seriousness about this format
that they were using, this vehicle.
And they saw
themselves as a conduit of passing on our legacy.
John Biggers, a perfect example of passing on our
legacy through art.
And how important that was.
That's what made this thing now take on a
different reverence.
Paul Goodnight saw the older artists attending the NCA
conference as being very pro-active

in terms of sharing

their knowledge and experiences with the younger artists
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in

attendance.

Goodnight quoted the proverb that

finds the student,

not the student

some 20 years since his

"the teacher

finds the teacher."

first NCA conference,

Now

Goodnight

is

beginning to see himself as the teacher and a keeper of a
legacy.
With legacy in mind,

I asked Paul Goodnight about

African American artists who choose to work in a European
Modernist tradition.

He answered that

necessary to communicate his
style.

in a representational

He felt this allows him to reach a broader

audience.
world,

ideas

for him it was

He also spoke about his work being

for the

although in truth the world really is not as

interested about life as seen through the eyes of the
"other."

For example,

African Americans do not want to see

life through the eyes of Asian Americans,

and vice versa.

Goodnight also acknowledges that nonrepresentative
modernist artists such as Sam Gilliam can still be very
political

in their work.

In fact Gilliam's work is

inspired by the Jazz music of the Harlem Renaissance,
to pay homage to that era
statement.
active
world.

is by itself a political

Gilliam also happens to be very politically

in terms of the economics of the commercial

art

Goodnight used Gilliam as an example of the

multiple ways

in which African American artists can use

their heritage,

because he believes that no artist can omit

his or her heritage from the work they produce.
words,

and

that heritage will manifest
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In other

itself either in overt

ways or in more subtle ways,

such as

in the abstract work

of Sam Gilliam.
The life of Paul Goodnight has been littered with
episodes of violence.
projects,

It started with his

a stint in jail,

alongside the Sandinistas

the Vietnam War,
in Nicaragua.

aftermath of the Vietnam conflict,
way of healing.

in the

and fighting

And,

as

in the

Goodnight used art as a

Paul Goodnight is still not interested in

the commercial gallery scene;
pragmatic side.

life

however,

For years now,

commercial art venture that

he does have a

Goodnight has operated a

features the production of art

prints as well as wearable art.

He sees this venture as a

way of making good art more affordable and accessible to a
wider audience.
Goodnight has seen and used the power of art to assist
the lives of others,
Sandinistas

when he worked side by side with the

in Nicaragua:

PG:
I was supportive in Nicaragua of the
Sandinistas.
I was living in, I don't want to
say shacks, but it was, you know, a pinch above a
shack.
And one of the houses in which the
Sandinistas lived, and where one of the sons was
killed, and I was staying in his bunk and they
accepted me as a son, you know, I was there for
three months for an extended period of time, so
you really got a chance to know the politics.
You saw the death.
A couple of the telephone
girls that we would see everyday, three days
later, we watched come back and they were riddled
with bullets, you know, and we went to their
funerals, because all their funerals are open
casket, so you would see destruction of the war,
which makes your principles and your values that
much more intact in order to keep on with the
struggle.
It was, you know, so you have a whole
other dynamic going on, and you're saying how can
I contribute without being in the way and I
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figured since I had art as a vehicle that I would
do a huge mural, and that's what I did. I did a
mural on the combating groups . . . the female
combat groups in Nicaragua.
You know, the
strength that they exude in fighting for what
they believed in.
It was incredible.
This was another violent period in Goodnight's life,
but the way in which he spoke of these people made
that they had touched him,
life.

it clear

and added great meaning to his

There is a major difference in Goodnight's war

experience this time around.

In Vietnam he suffered the

horrors of war and was without a voice-both literally
mute)

and metaphorically

conflict was crucial

(no art).

in that

(i.e.

So the Sandinista

it demonstrated to Goodnight

that he could fight a war without weapons.
While in Nicaragua Goodnight lived with a Sandinista
family.

The husband and the son of the woman whom Goodnight

would call mother became his teachers,
In the United States,
place that they do

teachers by example.

murals have never held the noble

in Latin American countries.

America murals have been used as visual

In Latin

encyclopedias.

The

Catholic Church in earlier centuries knew the power of
images

in terms of their ability to teach and alter

opinion,

especially to a largely

illiterate populace.

Latin artists such as Diego Rivera,

Jose Clemente Orozco,

and David Alfaro Siqueiros have left a

legacy of

non-elitist art designed to bring about,
say,

as Rivera would

"a transition from a decrepit to a new order"

(Rivera,

1991,

p.

247;

cited in Selz,
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And

1991).

Goodnight worked

in this

tradition while

in Nicaragua:

PG:
They applauded.
They really applauded.
But
while I was doing the mural, come by, play the
guitar, they would come by with fruit, they would
come by with candy, they would come by and see,
while I was doing the mural we were limited to
what we had . . . the material that we had.
So
they were offering the cut-off parts of horses
tails to make brushes with, you know, wrap them
around with straw and stuff.
They were going to
go all the way into Manaqua to get the paint,
which was close to a good day's trip back and
forth, you know, by bus and that kind of stuff,
and get it by everybody else chipping in the
money to buy certain colors of paint.
I mean,
this is how much they were dedicated to the wall
itself.
Always somebody that would come by and
do guard duty in order that I wouldn't be shot,
or nobody would shoot or destroy the wall.
Always be a woman that would come and sit down
and if I was working late at night, she would
bring her bunk and make sure that I had company.
I mean, this is the kind of stuff that went on.
Sometimes I was very uncomfortable because I
didn't think that what I was doing was so great.
I thought, you know, the bigger tribute was to
themselves.
But, you know that how much they
thought about . . . they even had kids who could
paint that would come in there and paint.
Paint
the wall.
Soldiers, male soldiers who would come
in there and apply themselves.
That's why I keep
that. . . . See that photo. . . . See that AK47
strapped to her back and the child she's nursing,
that's the kind of thing that went on there.
And
they would have that kind of faith.
Goodnight

speaks

religion and

of

faith which

spirituality.

While

provided the Sandinistas with
this happened

in the midst

visual

political

of the

15th

meant to
both

and

source

of

social

term associated with

in Nicaragua Goodnight

images

of

In Europe

about

art was used
healing.

faith

the

centuries provided

educate the masses

situations

a

and tribute;

of war and Goodnight provided a

statement.
16th

is

as

So

a
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images

religious
catalyst

in this

Catholic

Church

that where

doctrine.
as well

context

as

In
a

Goodnight has

much

in common with Yarde,

that the people
terms

of

in Nicaragua

lessons

when they

of

saw the

faith.

of how Paul

Goodnight uses

The

as

and or empowerment.
richness
is

made

for

When artists

art

itself provides

a

strong
a

social

through

a

in

the people
and

Like

lasting
in

Stevens,

enlightenment

like Goodnight

educates

that

clear

defining moment

art,

as having value.

is that art that

It

of

art today.

of a particular heritage

important

reaction

experience was

a vehicle

sanctioned by that

about

And the

Goodnight uses

art

and Warrick.

gave much to Goodnight

finished mural

impression on him.
terms

Kayiga

depict the

that culture

And

equally

particular culture

culture with power

in the

form

of pride.

Michael

Borders

Michael

Borders grew up

in

Connecticut

neighborhood that was predominantly
a

few other African American

school

teachers,

and he was

good education.

Books

plentiful

Borders'

in the

Fiske University,

and

household.

a math major.

Prior to that

Borders

art through

Aaron

course,

Douglas was

York City

for the

inception

taught at

Fiske University

an

of

an

attended
art

Borders

artist

planned to be

artist who moved to New

of the Harlem Renaissance.
for
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a

advice were

appreciation course taught by the African American
Aaron Douglas.

with

Both parents were

early the value

educational

and came upon

a

European American,

families.
taught

in

years,

where he

He

espoused

a

truly modern,

Black approach to

traditionally been
again

raises

One must
of higher

if

a

student goes

learning,

a

how broad

combination of the

Douglas's philosophy
his

experience

When the

artist

Department was
become

as

University.

how he

late

for his

art.

Fiske,

fanned

as

a

seen

of

images

strategy
images

the Art

and

Borders

all,

This

new point

of

art

is

central

is

to
as

and the work he

is

of

race.

also dedicated to
So

of using the universality
of African Americans,
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a

sees himself

of African Americans.

Connecticut

Fine

five

Europe.

regardless

Borders

to

Howard

took about

belief

label,

desire

a Master of

establishing a

an artist.

affect us

in the

Asia,

and this

same time Michael

adopts

Borders

result of

Borders'

The universality

any accepted

is meant to

is

life by

Borders,

to present positive
of this

1970s,

through Africa,

presenting positive
Borders

to

learning

Renaissance.

institution,

sees himself

at the

1920s

Black

an artist without

But

direct

at another all

concern to

produces

and this

a

receive

experience changed his

pivotal

of the

in terms

as multicultural.

on to

In the

reference

as well

came

institution

Fiske the

He went

months to travel

of

of

which

learning.

learning be

Black Art was

Driscoll

cultural

segregated

case

classics

expanded;

a

can that

a participant

an artist.

Arts degree

to

In the

about

David

institution,

about broad-based

of multiple perspective?
is

Fiske has

an African American

questions

ask,

art.

an

Industry mural.

of

art

example

MB:
Well he [Aaron Douglas] mentioned Alain
Locke, and see a lot of people particularly
Afro-Americans really sort of take it for granted
that there is this "usness," that there is a
collective subculture in America.
But prior to
the '20s Afro-Americans had no knowledge of that.
Maybe certain Afro-Americans, well-educated
Afro-Americans did, sort of, but those were very
well read people, and people who were pretty well
traveled and experienced as well.
But
collectively, there wasn't a sense of "us" then.
And certainly before that there wasn't anything
like that until Afro-Americans began to collect
in the cities, in the large cities, urban areas
in America.
And so in New York a lot of the
people, a lot of the Afro-American cultural
people began to write about that stuff, about the
collective "usness," the collective experience,
and Douglas was the visual artist of the group.
So, he knew, Aaron Douglas knew the people that
met and wrote poetry about it and short stories
and did all kinds of stuff that had to do with
what they used to call Negritude, and that's what
Aaron Douglas was talking about when he spoke
about that with me.
And so, that's who Aaron
Douglas was, Aaron Douglas was in that sense
the
Father of Black art.
He developed the style that
was developed around the physical features and
the symbolic environmental surroundings of the
African-American ... in the tropical kind of
motifs and then, he developed a kind of archetype
of the African-American form.
And so he
developed the style that reflected this
experience.
And he was the first
African-American artist to do that.
It was kind
of an abstractive stylized approach to murals.
And he reiterated that style in all kinds of
places, so any time you see that style, you know
it's Aaron Douglas.
Even though his easel
paintings were fairly academic, kinds of
realistic, even sort of impressionistic . . .
The

concept

of

"usness"

culture)

was

Borders'

present understanding

universal
that

a by-product

(a

sense

collective African American

of the Harlem Renaissance.

of the word.

of
This

"usness"
is

ironic

Borders worked directly with Aaron

proponent

of the concept

of Negritude.
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is

In

in the
considering

Douglas who was
The

impact

of

an

Negritude

on the visual

archetypal
images

is

African
that

Borders

arts was

form.

it created

the

creation

of

an

The problem with this

archetypal

later

image.

a

stereotypical

described how serious

a

teacher

Driskell

was,

and that he understood how the African American experience
was

conveyed through art.

Driskell,

approached art through eyes
focus.

What

Driskell was

form as

a primary concern

his philosophy on art

as

perhaps

that had

indirectly,

a more universal

beginning to do was
over content.

investigate

Driskell

stated

follows:

I'm delighted with every artist working doing
whatever he or she wishes to do as long as they
do not insist that I must give up my own freedom
of expression to join them eclectically.
I have
as much feeling for the conceptual artist as I do
for what I'm doing. However, I feel compelled to
pursue form in my own way.
Perhaps I shall feel
otherwise someday.
As long as we remain human,
art will be a necessary form of expression.
When
we are less human our art stinks.
(Patton, 1989,
p. 93)
Driskell
1960s.

He

that

age

statement,

challenges

Driskell

statement.

of

felt that the

too timid a
political

came

to

in the
social

late

realism of

especially

of the

1950s

in the

1960s.

So

it was

Such words were not wasted

happy to present positive
inclusive context.
African Americans

fine with him also.

is

completely
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of the
at this

time

visual

however,

affirming

a more Afrocentric
He

1950s was

Borders.
Borders

of African Americans

When he presents
in

early

on Michael

to heart;

images

the

face

a more to a more personal

Borders took Driskell's words

and

images

context,

that

in
of
is

aware that his past

is
a

experiences,

as well

as

influenced his visual
Borders'
classes

his

heritage,

in art began

early.

at the Wadsworth Athenaeum.

of exposure to

always

creations.

interest

whom were public

have

school

teachers,

a variety of

His

He took art

parents,

understood the

both

of

importance

activities:

MB:
My mother and father felt that exposure to
the arts was important to us.
To their children,
their four children. I'm one of four siblings and
that is I have three brothers and sisters and I
have an older brother and older sister and a
younger sister.
So I am the third.
My parents
raised us feeling that books, we had plenty of
books around the house, we had television and we
lived virtually in the city, although our
neighborhood ... it was in Hartford.
It was a
neighborhood that was comprised of mostly
Euro-Americans, Caucasian, that were themselves
composed of a variety of different kinds of
people, that is, there were Jews and
Anglo-Americans and there were Italians and
Eastern Europeans, there were one or two other
Afro-American families in that neighborhood as
well.
And our landlord was an Afro-American
couple, who lived with their mother-in-law, an
older woman.
In the
education.
variety of

Borders'
The

fact that

cultures goes

value he places
grown up under
that

a person

social
in my

life.
in

such a
which

see

Borders.

multicultural

Borders was
a

a

also

nature

of

Having

conditions,

believe has been

I

on the
a

believe
role

and trust

By

into

environment,

cultures through travel,

and by

he begins
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experiencing
to

feel

of

great benefit

similar appreciation
immersing himself

a

explaining the
art.

situation can take
I

placed on

exposed to

long way towards

similar multicultural
in

I

a high premium was

on the universal

observer,

"other"

household

safe

of the

a
a variety
as

of

barriers

of ignorance and misunderstanding are torn down by
exposure.

Furthermore Fiske and Howard Universities,

although they are predominantly African American schools,
are extremely fine institutions and provided Borders with
an excellent education and a sense of curiosity.
curiosity that led Borders to explore the world,
traveling to Africa,

That
including

and cemented his universal vision of

art and the world.
Borders is another artist who can be characterized as
an "image maker,"

an artist more concerned about

accessibility than commercial
from Stevens'

success.

approach is that Michael

What is different
Borders attempts to

achieve this access through an art that he sees as being
universal.
States

His awareness that most people

in the United

function under a Eurocentric value system led

Borders to set off on a guest of sorts to explore Europe
and other lands.

This was done only after he had created a

backdrop of firsthand experience and knowledge of the
cultures of Africa and Asia.

From that point of reference,

Borders would spend time in
Western Europe.
While in Africa

in the early 1970s,

Borders was able

to attend the Festival of Black Africa Culture
FESTAC took place in Nigeria,
Africa,

The Caribbean,

presented their visual,
world.

where cultures

Australia and Europe,
performing arts,

and

This experience was a defining moment
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(FESTAC).

from all

over

etc.,
foods to the
in Borders'

life.

I asked Borders

if he saw the experience of travel

in Africa and Asia as an extension his artistic training.
MB:
I understand now, and I understood then,
[art] to be just a reflection of one's
experience.
That's really all it is.
All the
artist does is . . . they just sort of reflect
the experience a little bit more than most other
people, and that's all the . . . that's the only
difference between artists and anybody else . . .
I think.
It's just that they make stuff . . .
they make stuff.
And of course you're going to
make stuff based on your value system and you get
your values from your experiences.
Culture is
just a. . . . The expression . . . culture means
growth and growth in this case, is about seeing
yourself. . . . Seeing your experiences through
these things that are made and thereby growing as
a result of this growth.
MC:
Did you feel you needed to do this as an
artist, or just as an African-American?
MB:
Just because I'm a soul . . . I'm a
passing through this life.
Period.
All
other stuff about ethnicity and stuff is
been laid on us.
It's about what's been
us.
Michael Borders

soul
this
what's
laid on

is talking about seeing for oneself,

as an

individual and not waiting for the socialized or
institutionalized version of ethnicity to take precedence.
Borders went on to say that what he was seeing on this
sojourn was not new to him.
spiritual

He said he

felt he knew on a

level that he had been there before.

His trip to

Nigeria obviously brought Borders much new information,

but

the trip was also a reaffirmation about what he thought of
world culture.

As an artist,

the travel provided him with

additional confirmation of his experiential value system,
system he will always call upon to make his art a unique
statement.
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a

Stevens,

Yarde,

and Kayiga all

spoke about traveling

to Africa and how that experience was a reaffirmation.
More importantly,

it opened their eyes to aspects of the

culture that they really did not understand or had heard
about second hand or had seen through the eyes of a
fantasy.

Richard Yarde spoke of such an experience:

RY:
I went to Nigeria in the summer of 1970.
Which is, which was at the tail end of the War.
I got a grant from the Coleman Foundation to
study Aruba sculpture.
And nothing that I
planned to do, I didn't do anything that I had
really planned to do. The reason I went, I was
really thinking at the time that I was not going
to come back here.
That I, my plans were to find
a teaching position somewhere there and stay.
Because I had been fed up with what was happening
here politically.
I didn't think I could deal
with it.
And I had a fantasy about what I
thought Africa was, I mean, what it was going to
be for me.
The first day that we got in, they
were executing this young kid for stealing
something, a public execution.
And, you know,
everybody had brought their lunch and, people
were like having a real good time at this. . . .
So I was completely flipped out.
MC:
What was the fantasy that you had?
you expect to see . . .?

What did

RY:
Well, my fantasy was that, first of all, I
was going to be in a Black nation, where Black
people were in control, and that somehow it would
be better than here.
It would be better than
here for me.
That was my fantasy.
I expected it
to be superior, morally and every other way.
Although Yarde's trip to Africa was somewhat of a
disillusionment,

it did,

as

in Borders case,

provide him

with a much more grounded and accurate vision of what that
culture is like.

And this enabled him to

more accurate vision into his

imagery.

341

incorporate this

I was surprised by the answer Borders gave me when I
asked him about his
travels.

imagery after he returned

He said that when he came back his

less Afrocentric.
necessity.

from his
imagery was

He said that this was almost out of

Having no income while he was traveling made

necessary for him to

it

find ways to exploit his talents as an

artist.

This by no means was simple commercialism for

Borders,

merely pragmatism.

produces what he feels

Currently Michael

is salable art,

but

it

Borders
is also art

that from his soul.

He

is also doing commissioned work as

a source of income.

Upon his return from his travels

Borders thought of himself as a person who made

images.

He

said to me that he wanted people,

including his children,

to know him through his

When Borders speaks about

imagery.

keeping a journal about his trip,
are for his kids,

he says that the words

but "The images are

for the society.

greater society and culture and the world."
fundamental principle that led Michael

It

is this

Borders to two major

public art murals.
The first major project was the Connecticut
Marketplace mural,
Industry mural.

and the second was the Connecticut

Borders describes the

inception of the

Marketplace mural:
MB: When I went to West Africa I thought about
taking a traditional African Marketplace and
rendering scenes from the marketplace the way
Norman Rockwell might render them, except in the.
... It was similar except that I have depicted
circumstances that were really universal and that
I observed while I was there.
I saw a lot of
universality and you know, circumstances that I
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The

know a lot of Americans can relate to, no matter
who they were.
No matter what their background
was, and could give them a real good idea of . .
. at the same time of what some of the African
reality was.
Because I saw overseas, not just in
Africa, but in other places, things about people
that were more alike than different.
I think
that's one of the important things that I picked
up, that people were really more alike all over
the world than they are different, it's just that
people will tend to focus on the differences.
So in each of the two mural projects,
to make an Afrocentric statement.
described,

Borders goal was not

His vision

is,

as he has

a much more universal and complete picture.

Borders to produce a mural that

For

focused exclusively on just

the accomplishments of African Americans and their role in
the development of Connecticut's
provided a complete picture.

industry would not have

The purpose of this mural was

the education of the viewers that Connecticut was built of
the sweat of a multicultural

society.

Borders hopes that

these murals will serve as a reevaluation of history and
with that understanding destroy some of the boundaries and
separateness prevalent in many of Connecticut's
communities.
As his calendar has become almost a
Nelson Stevens,
Borders

life's work for

these two murals have consumed Michael

for over ten years.

In the great traditions of the

Italian Renaissance to the murals of Mexican artist Diego
Rivera and those

in Nicaragua of the 1980s,

meant to teach.

Borders sought to present

would be entertaining,

informative,
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murals are
images that

and educational.

In

other words,

he was trying to create a visual encyclopedia,

or visual record:
MB:
Now, the Connecticut Industry mural allows
me to talk about . . . to deal with our State and
to define it . . . to define something of the
values that are historical, of course, but
aesthetic too . . . ultimately cultural, and I've
ascribed, with this piece, cultural importance to
Connecticut industry, which isn't something. . .
. I mean it's kind of new, it's new, it's new for
White Connecticut people, it's new for Black
Connecticut people.
It's new for everyone, it's
an innovative idea, and it's one that has allowed
me to define this area for everyone, not just
African Americans, not just White Americans that
live here, it allows me to go to Putnam or
Stanford or Saybrook, anywhere in this state and
talk about this . . . this is our state, this is
our state.
It doesn't belong to just people in
museums, it doesn't belong to just Whites or just
Europeans or anything like that, or just African
Americans, this is our state.
Borders is well aware that people have a hard time
separating his identity as an African American from his
imagery in the case of these two murals.
Borders,

According to

some people expect the mural to be about African

Americans,

or at the very least to make an Afrocentric

socio-political statement.
with this idea,

Although Borders has no problem

it was not his goal.

Borders explains that

while the idea of an Afrocentric socio-political mural
would have been a new idea in the 1920s,
These murals had to be about truth,

it is not anymore.
and the fact of

the matter is that Connecticut was built on the sweat of a
pluralistic society.
were slaves,

Although some members of that society

their contribution goes beyond that fact.

The

mural contains a multicultural cast of characters because
it tells a truth about the state of Connecticut,
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a vision

seen in

its complete context.

Borders went through a

painstaking process to research and develop the
compositions

for both murals:

MB:
I went all over the state to research this
thing and I raised money all over the state, I
talked to people everywhere, I talked to
historians in every corner of the state and
everywhere.
I went to every major Chamber of
Commerce, all the major libraries and historical
societies, did a lot of reading, put together a
composition. . . . Had a pretty nice
bibliography, I mean, I had a stack of materials
that were categorized, it was enough to write a
book, but this is a visual image.
Michael Borders was also
Service of the Lord"
organizer,
Bible.

involved in the

calendar,

Nelson Stevens,

which was

first

"Art in

intended by its

to be an Afrocentric look at the

Borders was commissioned to paint Lazarus Rising,

and he discussed intentions

for the work as

follows:

MB:
I think of it as a look ... as just a
rendering of a biblical story.
I rendered . . .
"Lazarus Rising," it wasn't Black Lazarus rising,
it was Lazarus, you know, there's a difference.
It was Lazarus, that's not Black Lazarus.
Labeling, ascribing a racial heading for a lot of
people is important.
It's a way of ... it
helps people to categorize.
I think that the
likeness among people all over the world is more
real than the differences.
A Lazarus, the way I
rendered him (as a Black man), is important for
people to understand as Lazarus.
It is

important for people to feel good about

themselves;

if they do,

of others.

Borders understands this.

calendar,

Borders

they can hopefully be more tolerant
In the case of the

insists that he would have painted

Lazarus as a dark-skinned man no matter what the context,
believing all the while that
by African Americans.

it would be seen as uplifting

In this painting Lazarus
345

is Black

because he could be,

because religion is about "us."

This

is why I have grouped Michael Borders with Stevens,
Goodnight,

and Whitaker.

All four of these artists look at

the presentation of positive images of African Americans in
a variety contexts.

In the case of his two murals,

Borders

presents us with positive images of African Americans and
others but in the context of universality.

Goodnight

presented positive images of the people who have struggled
and died in the war in Nicaragua,
with that role.

and he felt comfortable

Stevens looks to the power of the church

to redefine the images the that comprise our religious
icons.

Whitaker,

unlike Borders and Goodnight,

does not

feel comfortable producing images of people other than
African Americans.

It is for these reasons that the

categorizations of the artist participants sometimes
inhibits an analysis faithful to the complexity of an
individual artist's life and vision.

Shirley Whitaker
Shirley Whitaker,

born in a rural town in Georgia,

is

unique to my study in that she is a self taught artist.
Whitaker is what art historians call a primitive with no
formal artistic training.

Whitaker's uniqueness is also

underscored by the fact that she is a practicing physician.
As a child Whitaker was always interested in art,

but she

had no understanding about the possibilities of art as a
career.

As a young woman,

Whitaker worked for a Caucasian
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doctor,

caring for his children.

During this time her

desire to become a doctor grew to fruition with the help of
this doctor.

He eventually assisted her with her

applications to medical school,
of her books.

and would later pay for all

Shirley Whitaker now tries to balance her

love affair with art with her love of medicine.

Her work

as an artist is figurative narration,

chronicling the life

of rural southern African Americans.

To undervalue the

work of Shirley Whitaker because she is an untrained artist
would be a enormous mistake.

Her approach to art may be

the most honest and unaffected access to art.

Her folk art

or primitive style gives her work a kind of accessibility
that formally trained artists seldom attain.

Whitaker to

this point has exhibited primarily in Western
Massachusetts.

The simplicity of Whitaker's art allows

viewers to trust her work as being exactly what it appears
to be.

For example,

a painting of a woman washing clothes

is just that; there is no hidden psychological meaning.
The artist side of Whitaker's life was present early
on,

albeit in a more subconscious state:
SW:
In South Georgia, and I remember drawing in
the road, and it was mine, because I hadn't even
started school yet so I didn't have my own paper
and pen and nothing like that.
My sisters had
that, that was . . . only big kids had that.
And
your pen and paper and stuff, I never had that.
I think now people give kids pens and paper to
doodle on, no one really did that with me, I
don't remember doing that.
So I drew in the sand
and I was so excited that I wouldn't let cars go
that way to ride over my picture in the sand, I
thought it would be there forever and I remember
going to bed and going to sleep and the next
morning I woke up and they had driven over my
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drawings and how upset I was.
to preserve it.
As so many of the other artists
her artistic talent was
of

in grade school.

Goodnight,

I didn't know how

in this study have said,

first noticed and taken advantage

Early on,

as

in the case of Paul

art was a way of getting attention,

also an escape.

but

it was

Whitaker's parents did not understand the

potential of the artistic talent of a young child,

but they

did understand that it would not be an easy way to make a
living.

So art was never discussed

in terms of a possible

career.

In my capacity as a professor of Fine Art,

I am

all too familiar with the small number of African American
students

interested in studying art.

The African American

students attending the University of Massachusetts,

are

majoring in disciplines with greater promise of economic
stability.
It took a Caucasian doctor to notice that Whitaker may
have possessed what it takes to be a physician.
woman,

Whitaker baby-sat for a local doctor,

As a young

this doctor

constantly commented to her that she could be a

fine

doctor.
SW:
I was just baby-sitting and being a maid
basically.
You know, making money on the side.
This doctor said that he thought I was real
smart, that I should be a physician.
And I said
why does a White man want me to be a physician. .
. . I was real leery about that. ... I said,
you know, I wouldn't visit him when I went off to
college.
But every summer he'd tell my mother,
you know whenever she come home, tell her to come
see me, she really . . . she should be a
physician, she's real bright, she'll do well.
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It took Whitaker a while to realize that this man was
not patronizing her,

which wouldn't have been an unusual

relationship between Blacks and Whites
that time,

so there existed a natural distrust on the part

of Whitaker.
medical

in rural Georgia at

After college she applied and was accepted to

school with the help of this man.

was about to finish medical

school,

In 1979 when she

the doctor who had

already been so much help to her already gave Whitaker a
gift that will

forever be special to her a completely

supplied doctor's bag.

Receiving that bag with its

inherent symbolism left an indelible

imprint of what is

good about mankind.
SW:
The doctor bag was in this room, and I was
looking at it and the drug rep said, you think
you can handle what's in that bag, and H.K. came
in behind him and said, if she can't we'll teach
her how.
And his voice, his voice was very curt
and H.K. let him know, I don't like what you
said.
He said if she can't we'll teach her
everything in there, and teach her how to use it.
It was not until
into Whitaker's life.

1987 that art began to creep back
She decided to reacquaint herself

with a set of acrylic paints that she had bought
This experience rekindled her love of art.
success-

in 1979.

And having

fully fulfilled her dream of becoming a doctor,

it

was now time to see how the two loves of her life could
coexist.

Over the

following years Whitaker began to

develop the confidence to practice her art,

and what to use

as a source of her imagery never seemed to be a concern.
To date Whitaker has concerned herself with depicting life
in the rural

south,

just as the late African American
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master collagist Romare Bearden did.
artist presenting positive
force.

Again we see the

images of a people as a guiding

These images are also meant to

inform and educate

the viewer about southern African American life.
Whitaker's art

is a matter of what she knows,

her imagery it all her life.
honest.

she's lived

What could be more natural or

Honesty was an important theme in Borders'

for universality in art.
technical skill,

quest

While Whitaker may doubt her

imagery is not a problem for her,

simply paints what her heart sees and knows.

she

Earlier I

discussed how Whitaker felt it necessary to know your
subject matter in some real way and that

is why she has

always painted memories of her own life
Whitaker's thoughts on the subject are
relations to Goodnight's Nicaraguan mural.
adamant about "others"

interesting in
Whitaker is

trying to comment on the lives of

African Americans:
SW:
So, Whites do paint Blacks all the time.
Whites feel they can do anything.
I wonder how
it would have been . . . the other way around,
like White people can go and spend one week in a
Black home and they come and write a big book on
us.
I mean some White girl took a class from . .
. and a class from somebody else Black and wrote
a book using Black dialect because she took these
classes.
I was infuriated with this stuff.
Whitaker presents a challenge to the notion of universal
art that Goodnight alluded to.

However,

Goodnight's vision of universal

art,

the world,"

in reality

or his

"work being for

is different also from Border's vision.
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Goodnight says
world,

in an ideal

situation his work is

for the

but African Americans are his true target audience.

What

fascinates me most about the effect of Shirley

Whitaker's work is the cathartic response
her audience.

it generates with

Whitaker recalled an incident which

demonstrated to her the power of her work.
SW:
It's funny when people walk in, they say,
"Lord," the older people say, "Lord, when the
last time I've seen that, and they go and touch
the painting."
It's like . . . and one time this
piece was shown, he stood by there all night, he
said, this is my piece.
You painted my mama . .
. this is my mama," he says "You got everything
here except our house, you got everything except
our house, I'm standing by my mama, this here."
This was my piece and he stood around it all
night during the show.
People who connect with Whitaker's
a sense of ownership.
brand of

imagery do so with

It is the informality of Whitaker's

folk art that allows someone to touch and be

touched so deeply.
I am again struck by the relationship of the
scientific healing power a doctor
(Warrick)

(Whitaker)

have to heal others scientifically.

and a nurse
Whitaker's

art also has the effect of healing others by providing
soothing memories,

whereas Warrick's art

is much more

concerned with self healing.
Some people have argued that Whitaker's work glorifies
a dark period in African American history,
life during and after the Jim Crow era.

the Southern

Other people have

asked why she should remind us of a time when we as a
people were not African American,
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not Black,

not Negro?

Whitaker answers her critics by saying,
the story;

we as a people own

truism for her "Folk"

it."

This

"Who better to tell
is an

approach to her art.

important

Others have

commented that Whitaker's work is about maintaining
history.

By remembering we are

in a sense honoring and

dignifying the people who lived and died under Jim Crow
laws.

The man who saw his mother in Whitaker's painting

bonded with it because of its power to rekindle old
memories.

A similar reaction can happen when a Jewish

person visits the Holocaust Memorial
of the mural,
of humanity,

in Boston.

The sight

which commemorates such a catastrophic loss
triggers a poignant sense of recall.

Whitaker is bothered by artists of any kind trying to
appropriate artistically a culture that
Possession of one's cultural heritage
important to Shirley Whitaker.
assumed is that of visual

is

foreign to them.

is extremely

The role that Whitaker has

spokesperson.

SW:
Positive images . . . that's very important
to me.
That's very important, because I think
that's one of the reasons why I started painting
. . . I know that's one of the reasons I wanted
to paint is out of anger and because the Black
African American life, and what made us what we
are is very important to me.
And this is one way
of putting out something positive about my
people.
Whitaker told me of a Japanese woman who asked why African
Americans do not get upset with the people Whitaker
portrays,

while they do get upset about Aunt Jemima.

painting that inspired the question was that of women
washing clothes by a stream.

The women were wearing
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The

clothing typical

of the

19th century.

Whitaker's answer

was that African Americans have been washing their clothes
like this

in the South for generations.

Whitaker was that the

The difference

for

features were not distorted and that

the activity was not presented as demeaning,
a truthful visual record.

Aunt Jemima,

but

instead as

on the other hand

was developed to sell a product and to remind people of the
"good old days" when somebody else's Mama did all the
cooking.
I asked Whitaker if she found the same
that she

is living in New England.

inspiration now

What I began to

understand was that she is not as comfortable with New
Englanders,

she finds them rather distant.

Shirley Whitaker is content to use the
source of

imagery,

because to her it

So,

for now,

familiar as her

is the most honest and

informed statement she can make.

Conclusion
Our lives are so diversified, internal attitudes
so varied, appearances and capabilities so
different, that there is no possible
classification so catholic that it will cover us
all, except "My People!
My People!"
(Hurston,
1942, p. 172)
To sum up what the nine artist participants have
taught me is a difficult task.

It is safe to say that the

most consistent thread that binds these artists
that they are individuals.
artists,

is the

fact

These artists are not Black

for we as a people are not Black.

The skin

pigmentation of our race constitutes a variety of hues of
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brown,

and I believe this to be significant

defining ourselves.

The term Black is too limiting,

does not speak of a heritage that
heritage.

and it

is ours our African

To speak of the artists,

great debt,

in terms of

to whom I

owe such a

I must speak of them as African Americans.

The

nine artists who gave me so much of their time are artists
who happen to be African Americans *

All of these artists

told me in one way or another that they are individuals
first and foremost.
So what happens to that African heritage?
cannot separate who they are
produce.

People

from the art that they

Artists who work abstractly paint

from the

experiences that make up their subconscious and conscious
mind.

Individual African American artists will produce art

that reflects their own separate set of experiences.
experiences can be similar,

Those

but each artist will perceive

visual stimuli differently from other artists.
Jones,
Kayiga,

Burnett,

Whitaker,

Americans

Stevens,

Goodnight,

Borders,

Yarde,

and Warrick are a microcosm of African

in contemporary American society,

inextricably linked to the past,

as are we all.

that past is dealt with in an overt
a covert or obscured form.
Jones painted "Les Fetiches"

and
At times,

form and other times

For example,
in 1938,

when Lois Mailou

she presented us with

an image derived from overt African sources - the African
masks.

This work is a statement about Lois Mailou Jones'

African heritage.

When Cheryl Warrick painted the non-
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in

representative painting,

"Visible Past,"

she created an

image that at first glance seems to be Western European
origin.

In reality,

the painting "Visible Past"

Cheryl Warrick's past and no one else's.
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comes

from

CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY
The nine artist participants:
Calvin Burnett,

Richard Yarde,

Nelson Stevens,

Paul Goodnight,

Lois Mailou Jones,

Kofi Kayiga,
Michael

Cheryl Warrick,

Borders,

and

Shirley Whitaker present us with the results of their
experiential conditioning in the form of their unique
artwork.

The words of these artists,

which comprise the

profiles,

have made it clear that these artists do indeed

reflect a microcosm of African American society with all
its biases,

dreams,

and aspirations.

The profiles have

reaffirmed my belief that a racial group can have a common
goal,

but the means to achieve that goal

can be viewed with

all the variations of hues that make up the African
American community.

The words of these artists remind us

that we are individuals first and foremost and that we
should be judged on our personal merit.

I am also

convinced that the words of the artist participants
can and should be used as an educational catalyst for a
broader understanding of African American culture.
Additionally,
survival

the profiles can serve as a manual

strategies for African American artists,

of
which in

turn give us clues as to the way in which the broader
African American community survives
As was stated in Chapter 1,

in Eurocentric America.

this study is an inquiry

of the strategies African Americans have employed to either
survive,

combat,

or challenge a Eurocentrically biased art
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world.

Although the artist participants were analyzed in

three groups based on themes raised in their perspective
artist profiles,

there were many correlations.

crossover issues

involves religion/spirituality and their

healing powers.

When Chapter 4 was conceived,

Yarde,

Kofi Kayiga,

One of the

Richard

and Cheryl Warrick were grouped

together under the heading of Spirituality.
profiles were analyzed further,
involved in similar concerns.

several

As the

other artists were

Goodnight used the spiritual

healing of art to heal himself upon his return from
Vietnam.

Later,

while working with the Sandinistas,

he

used his art to ease the pain of war for a small village in
Nicaragua.
heal,

Shirley Whitaker,

uses medicine to

but the accessibility of her art also has a medicinal

value of its own.
chord,

a physician,

Whitaker's

images strike such a

especially with older African Americans,

which reaffirms and validates their lives.
a nurse,

familiar

a chord

Cheryl Warrick,

is also employed in a profession where science is

the vehicle for healing.
scars of her childhood,
artmaking process.

But when it came time to face the
Warrick found peace in the

She describes how her paintings are

about peeling back layers of her memories
finding answers,

in the hope of

or at the very least validation—

validation in the fact that she was a childhood victim of a
dysfunctional

family—and hopefully with that artistic

understanding she will

find peace.
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Many of the participants spoke of memory,
they may not have used that word.
word "history"
mural.

although

Michael Borders used the

in discussing the Connecticut Industry

It is Borders hope that by presenting a public work

of art that reflects a pluralistic efforts on the part of a
multicultured Connecticut,

he can foster healing.

By

correcting an historical

omission about the formation of

Connecticut's

society,

industrial

Borders hopes that the

historical truth will provide a sense of healing.
The church as a source of healing is at the center of
Nelson Stevens'

latest endeavor.

Stevens hopes to provide

affirming and empowering Afrocentric images of religious
icons.

To do this,

Stevens

is using the church as a

conduit for distribution for his Afrocentric calendar.
Stevens understands the political role the African American
church plays and his calendar is

indeed in part a political

device.
To Whitaker,

the church has always been a symbol of a

place where positive things can happen.
the church in a work of art,

And,

by featuring

she can provide the triggering

device to stir the memory of the viewer.
In order to use art as a source of healing,
must be paid to the choice of a target audience.
makes

Stevens

it clear that his calendar is meant for an African

American audience;
part.

attention

that is a strategic decision on his

If his calendar is seen by a Caucasian audience,

and

it causes them to ponder its implications of a Black Jesus,
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that is merely a byproduct of

its success.

The primary

mission of the calendar is to correct what Stevens
interprets as a wrong perpetrated on the African American
community.
Artists such as Mailou Jones,
Borders,

Burnett,

Yarde,

and Warrick all adopt more of a universal

with regard to audience.

Granted,

However,

stance

each artist participant

wants to see positive images, of African Americans,
though that may not be the

Kayiga,

even

focus of their own work.

these aforementioned artists also believe their

art is intended to be seen by all who wish to see it.

This

concept does not preclude an artist from wanting his or her
work to be accessible to the African American community.
As an artist,

once you have gotten the attention of an

audience there are several
An artist can entertain,

results an artist can achieve.

infuriate,

touch emotions,

or

educate.
Finally,

there are also connections

profiles between art,

teaching,

illuminated in the

and mentoring.

Goodnight expressed how he felt his real

Paul

education began

the first time he attended the National Conference of
Artists.

There he met some of the most celebrated and

pioneering African American artists.

For instance,

Lois Mailou Jones there and Elizabeth Catlett.

he met

He was

struck by the dedication of these men and women as artists
and teachers.

The NCA conference had the air of an

educational conference,

where

its members with the greatest
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'

longevity garnered tremendous admiration and respect.

But

these artists also felt the need to pass along their
knowledge and experience to the younger members,
form of mentoring.

in the

Borders talked with great respect for

the wisdom artist David Driscoll

shared with him while he

was attending student at Fiske University.

Whitaker spoke

of the caring way a White Southern doctor nurtured and in
fact cultivated her desire to become a doctor.

This

experience of mentoring taught Whitaker that you do not
always have to fear the

"other."

Mailou Jones was

fortunate enough to have direct contact with some of the
other great early African American pioneer artists,
Augusta Savage and Hale Woodruff.

such as

These artists bolstered

each other and devised strategies to combat and challenge
an exclusive art world.
strategies was
anonymously.

The most poignant of these

for Mailou Jones to exhibit her work
Warrick is young enough that the mentoring

she received from her teachers
However,

as a child,

is still

fresh in her mind.

Warrick had many mixed messages to

sift through from her parents.

For example,

her mother

would remind her not to marry a man whose skin was too
dark,

as this would lead to greater hardship.

Warrick's father had a dark complexion.
issues,

Yet

To deal with these

Warrick discovered a way that allowed her to use

art to cope with some of these failed attempts at parental
mentoring,

and,

by doing this,

she hopes to avoid the same

kinds of mistakes with her own daughter.
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Stevens

also

American Jazz
not

spoke

about how he

musicians because they used the

looking to the majority
So

even

categorization.

them

for the

strategy

of these

strategy of

at

is painting the
she did as

that these

American
come

society.

changed

adopted the
Locke

imagery derived
in her

90s,

she

of the Atlantic

coast,

just

as

is how can we

artists

learn

labeled.
I

So,

feel

only possible

They all

they cannot,

a

as

from the

experiences

One thing to keep

in

comprise a microcosm of African

As we have

styles.

and/or gender;

American,

Strategies

Now an artist

seen,

from very different pasts,

variety of

to be

strategies,

she would meet Alain

of nine African American artists?
is

of

could place

a young girl.

The challenge

mind

that

strategy of using only

seascapes

nine African

they defy

Mailou Jones

Later

from her African heritage.

rating."

rate that parallels

Initially,

assimilation.

and would adopt the

a

of

are no clear cut

In terms

is privileged.

artists

political maturity.

there

exceptions

categories.

these

research,

artists,

each of them has

no particular

of

strategy

"approval

categorize

sake

For these

in a variety of

for some

for their

in my attempt to

American artists,

categories;

admired African

the

artists

and have worked

in my
in

a

fight categorization by
and will

an artist who

not
is

besides
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race

allow themselves
also

strong bond with these

classification,

study

an African

artists.

artist,

has

And the
already

been alluded to by

Zora Neale Hurston:

My

People!

My

People!
As

is the

case

in

all

good

answer and

raise new questions.

this

study.

in my

The words

allowed them to tell

phenomenological
have
the

of the

I

believe

story.

interviewing as

these

artists

Eurocentic America with that
American community.
survival

a

as their visual
I

have

of

I

have done

of

study

the

is

in-depth

survive

of the general
I

have

use

I

linkage between

employ to

artists

have

in

African

shown that the

affect what we

see

statements.

cited

four methodologically

in my review of the
Themes

should both

research method.

Additionally,

strategies these

My

richness

also been able to demonstrate
strategies

it

of the participants

their own

another demonstration

research,

literature:

Gordon's

Certain Afro-American Artists.

Comparative Analysis

of The

Aesthetic Philosophies

of

related

studies

Dualism on the
Spellman's A

Characteristics

of Works

and

Selected Contemporary

Mainstream and Blackstream Afro-American Artists.
Young's

Black American

Painters

and the

Movement:

A Study of Relationships

Williams'

The

America

Social

1900-1940.

Milieu

African American artists
20th century.

She

1955-1970,

and the

Williams

Rights
and

Black Artists

in

focuses her research on

from the

concludes

Civil

first

40

years

of the

that African American
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artists were too

aloof

and as

from the African American
My

research

some

form or other,

the healing power of

Goodnight,

social

responsibility

end of the

20th

This understanding
art of

Whitaker,

artists

focus

in

as

and Mailou Jones

Stevens mentions

So perhaps

discussed
of the

such

especially admired by the African American

tower artist."

century.

each of my participants

art.

In his profile,

separated

community.

in the

power of art has made the
Stevens,

result became

investigated the

felt by artists working
In

a

community.

the term

some ways

the

"ivory

intellectual

of the Harlem Renaissance may have worked

against

the notion of this movement being accessible to the
average African American.
Young targets his
Civil

Rights Movement

Young points

research

out that,

during the

non-representative

style.

preceding chapter,

the

social

effects

of

the

on African American painters.

these artists began to work

that the

on the

1960s,

in more
As

artist

I

of

a

pointed

David

a majority of

out

Driscoll

realism of the previous

in the
believed

decade was

considered by many to be too timid

a

political

characterized the

and

social

conflict that

statement given the

1960s.
My research explores the
in the ways

that they do,

experiences have had

reasons why artists work

and what

on those
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affect their past

strategies

of

style.

Because my participants span a period of time from the
1930s to the present,

I was able to look at the effects

of past experiences with a cross-generational

focus.

Gordon's study investigates many similar external
factors upon African American artists.

The early 1970s

are the time period for his research and,
earlier,

as stated

I have looked at the affects of the outside

pressures of politics,

economics,

active over the last 60 years.

and society on artists

This time span allows

for a broader comparative look at the strategies of
African American artists when dealing with the
aforementioned forces.
Spellman's research is similar to mine in that he
uses the words of the artists he researched.

Spellman

uses excerpts from the lectures or comments made by the
artists

in journals and magazines.

It is

from these

sources that Spellman compiled much of his data
analysis.

Spellman's research explores a period of time

when the Black Power Movement was still
minds of African Americans.

fresh in the

My research also examines

aesthetics and the outside social

and political effects

on aesthetics and these artists working in the
So,

for

in many respects,

I

1990s.

see my work as a twenty-three

year update of Spellman's research.
There is much for me to learn from the work of Drs.
Gordon,

Williams,

Spellman,

and Young.

hopeful that my research will
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I am also

offer other researchers

insights,

as well as a point of departure.

The next

section of this chapter outlines several areas of
further research.
My research focused on the origins of nine African
American artists and how those experiences affect the
strategies they use when dealing with a Eurocentric art
establishment.

Furthermore,

correlations between the

artist participants and the general African American
community were investigated.
covered a range of ages

The nine participants

from mid 30s to the early 90s.

There were three female and six male participants.
analysis

is based on the data retrieved from the artists

own words as contained in the profiles.
issues,

My

topics,

and themes raised in my research that

would comprise fertile areas
research.

There were many

for further study or

That is the focus of this section.

Both Calvin Burnett and Shirley Whitaker addressed
the Jewish-African American rift

in their profiles.

A

comparative study that explores the origins of Jewish
and African American artists would provide a unique
perspective of the relationship of these two cultures.
Both cultures have rich life experiences that have seen
terrible tragedy and persecution.

Such a study could

address questions of social responsibility to their
perspective cultural histories.

Additionally,

how has

that history affected the relationship of these two

365

groups of artists,

what are the points of agreement and

disagreement?
Another possible comparative study could involve
specifically African American women and male artists.
This study would focus primarily on gender issues.
African American women artists
of discrimination?

Do

face a double edge sword

What are the levels of support

between African American male and female artists?

Are

their any common strategies these artists use to survive
as artists?
Mentoring/teaching was a topic that surfaced in the
profiles of all my participants

in one

form or another.

Mentoring can take the form of support of the extended
family,

a special teacher,

or from the older people

working in the same discipline.

These examples are

indicative of some of the varied forms
mentoring/teaching took in the lives of my participants.
An inter-generational

study of the origins of

African American artists would provide an expanded view
of an area I

introduced in my study.

In my study,

generational effects on the strategies of African
American artists was an integral part of my research,
but not the focal point.
point of new research,

This topic could be the focal

especially as the electronic age

will allow artists to distribute
internet.

images via the

The implication of this may mean greater

anonymity for the creators of these images.
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Anonymity

became a strategy for Lois Mailou Jones some 60 years
ago.
All throughout this study I have referred to the
preponderance of White-owned and -operated commercial
and public art institutions as the art establishment.
The focus of my research has been the strategies African
American artists have employed when dealing with that
establishment.

A study that focuses on the people that

makeup that White art establishment would allow for a
counterpoint to my study.
could be explored.
decisions?

Questions of artist selection

What are the artistic and economic

What are the responsibilities of the men and

women that control the art establishment to
multicultural programming?
In my study,

I researched the strategies of a small

cross-section of African American artists working in the
Northeastern part of the United States,

although the

participants grew up in a broad variety of locations
both in the United States and abroad.

A broader

sampling of artists working in different parts of the
country would have provided a more

inclusive look as to

how African Americans are coping in a Eurocentric
America.
Even though I believe my study to proportionally
represent the percentage of male and female African
American artists working in the United States,
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more

women would have given my study a broader sampling of
gender-based experiential data.
There are two additional

issues that the artists

profiles have led me to address.
issues

The

first of these

is that of segregated group exhibitions based on

race or gender.

The second issue is the question of an

African American aesthetic.

I present these two issues

as questions to be considered,

based on their

educational value.
Segregated group exhibitions are one strategy that
African American artists can use to gain exposure
without having to battle the mainstream art
establishment for sanctioning.

This can also be a

strategy used to pressure mainstream art institutions to
exhibit the works of African Americans,

for example.

I

use the term segregated group exhibitions to describe
art exhibitions that
group.

Granted,

feature a particular race or gender

this kind of exhibition can be a

powerful means by which to instill pride

in a particular

culture by exhibiting that culture's art.
Several

of my artist participants expressed

opinions on the subject of exhibitions that
particular race,

gender,

or culture,

about the concept of labeling.

feature a

while others talked

The two issues are

related;

for example,

essentially when a particular

group is

featured in such an segregated exhibition,

in fact are labeling those artists as being either
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you

African American,

Latino,

Shirley Whitaker made the

or Asian American,

etc.

following comments about being

labeled as an African American physician:
SW:
Well, I think idealistically they [people
in general] look at me and say she is a
physician.
No big deal.
But at this point in
time we need to label me because a lot of
people need to know that I'm African American.
There is so many people out there still look .
. . when they come in and see I'm a Black
doctor they feel good.
They need that. . . .
There are kids in the Ghetto, there are kids
who just want to touch me.
If we apply Whitaker's logic to the

issue of

segregated exhibitions we see the potential affirming
power they possess.

Imagine the pride a newly arrived

Cambodian child could feel upon seeing the art of his
culture featured in a museum during a
Whitaker uses a key phrase,

field trip.

"They need to know."

By

African American people knowing that Whitaker is a
doctor they are empowered by the possibilities that
knowledge provides.
I have in the past use the phrase

"necessary evil"

when discussing group exhibitions by a minority group,
because by their very nature they are separatist.
Separatist art exhibitions can be viewed as a
segregation.

form of

It must also be stated that these

exhibitions are a response to traditional exhibitions by
the art establishment,

which are also separatist in

terms of exclusion of women and artists of color,
necessarily by intent but certainly by result.
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not

I asked Nelson Stevens about his religious calendar
that presents an Afrocentric look at icons as being seen
as a separatist act and his response was:
NS:
I'd say it was an empowerment movement.
I guess somebody outside of it could see it as
separating, because they'd say well, isn't my
God good enough for them to worship, or
something like that.
Stevens'

endeavor with his calendar,

serves a

similar purpose to exhibitions that feature a particular
culture.

Those exhibitions in a sense sanction those

cultures; Stevens calendar affirms the notion that it is
all right to envision God in our own likeness.
There is a potential problem with segregated
exhibitions if they are presented in an insincere way.
In the art world,

a situation exists where White

establishment institutions and artists garner most of
the funding and media attention.

Segregated exhibitions

can provide mainstream art institutions with an easy way
out in terms of the representation of multicultural
artists.

Mainstream institutions,

already skeptical of

the talents of African American artists,

for example,

are given the opportunity to categorize and thus
separate exhibitions by race,

religion,

and culture.

This kind of exhibition has all too often comprised
merely patronizing attempts at multiculturalism that
take place only during African American History Month.
Cheryl Warrick had this to say about African American
History Month exhibitions:
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CW:
I think that when February rolls around
and it's Black History Month, increasingly I
am aware that the phone will ring and they,
[museum and gallery representatives] "We'd
like to show your work" and I have to be very
careful and really hear what is going to
happen in February, because you know there are
several other months of the year, there's not
just February.
And if it does become about
ghettoization, it becomes about really
disrespecting the work and saying okay we are
paying our dues to Blacks this month and then
we are going to forget about them the rest of
the time.
The danger is promoting the notion that the artists
represented in segregated exhibitions are of a lesser
quality of artist compared to their Caucasian
counterparts.

This is what makes the question of

segregated exhibitions so difficult.
in her article,

Artist Irene Moss,

"Equal but not Separate," makes the

following comment about gender specific exhibitions,
"Since art is universal and is practiced by both sexes
and since excellence is the goal,

separating women's art

from that of men is negating the natural order of
growth"

(Moss,

1973,

p.

7).

Women and artists of color

must be judged by standards that allow them to be judged
on an equal basis with their White male counterparts.
Make no mistake,

a lessening of standards is neither the

desire nor a necessity.

What is needed is a broader

evaluative system that gives value to what is different
from the Western European Art tradition.
The belief that the existence of two separate art
worlds,

one for White artists and one for African

American artists,

is solely perpetuated by the White
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controlled art establishment would be incorrect.
is division among African American artists,
advocate the two separate art worlds.

There

some of whom

This separatist

mood began in the late 1960s as a result of a more
militant approach to civil rights.
Workers Coalition
Modern Art,

(AWC)

New York,

In 1969,

at the Art

demonstration at the Museum of

artists were trying to force the

art establishment into more inclusive programming.
Similarly,

a group of African American artists called

the Black Emergency Cultural Coalition

(BECC)

were

specifically trying to pressure the Museum of Modern Art
into creating a separate Black art wing.

The motion

made by BECC was eventually defeated when African
American artist Benny Andrews spoke about the dangers of
separate art worlds,
major museum .

.

.

by saying,

"We want to show in a

it's time for us to enter the

mainstream; there shouldn't be two art worlds"
(Schwartz,

1974,

p.

83).

Paul Goodnight gives a different perspective on the
question of segregated group exhibitions when he speaks
of the Black Artists Union

(student group at

Massachusetts College of Art in the 1960s);
PG:
We demanded where we were going to get
our work shown.
Without even looking, we were
saying, "Hey we're going to show at such and
such college."
And we were saying, "Alright,"
we'd go over to the gallery and say, "You all
have any Black shows here?"
"No."
"Why not?"
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Goodnight is speaking about using these kinds of group
exhibitions as a strategy for combating an exclusionary
practice by mainstream institutions.

This again cites

another instance whereby segregated exhibitions have
tremendous merit.
There is one inescapable,

disheartening fact that

must be considered when weighing the merits of
segregated group exhibitions as a possible way of
educating society about a particular segment of society.
That is that,

even though we live in a multicultural

society, we still remain a mystery to one another,
fear and misunderstanding can reign unchecked.

where

It seems

almost inconceivable that Whites and African Americans
can still be a mystery to one another.

Unfortunately,

artists are members of an American society with severe
racial problems and are subject to the same kinds of
prejudices as the society at large.

Artists generally

do make it a practice to stay informed about the works
of their peers,

and are generally more open to the

investigation of other cultures.

Most educated artists

understand that art history is a universal history of
events and trends.

The arts are a profession that

requires practitioners to continually search for
inspiration.

So in terms of inspiration,

there is a

long history of artists borrowing from other cultures.
For example,

Picasso and Matisse owe a great debt to the

art of Africa and Japan.
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So artists are not the primary target segregated
group exhibitions should be aiming to educate.
Segregated group exhibitions can best be used
educating the general population.
exhibitions can also instill

in

These same

a sense of pride in the

particular culture whose work is on view.

In addition,

there exists an opportunity for one culture

(through the

presentation of a key component of what makes up one's
culture,

i.e.,

art)

to welcome another culture

could become a newfound pluralistic society.

into what
Our common

goal must be to reach a plateau where race and gender
are used as reference points

for cultural expression and

not keys to the art establishment's,

or society's

private club.
Do segregated group exhibitions remain a necessity?
Yes I

Just as the need for Affirmative Action has not

run its course.
stereotypical,
occurs.

We need to tolerate the occasional
poorly conceived group exhibition that

At the same time we must continue to produce

strong alternative exhibitions that give a true
illustration of the variety of approaches to art that
are inherent in all cultures.

Art continues to become

recognized as a universal activity and understanding,
where the significance of the
it can teach us.

"other"

is valued for what

Through this example,

the way the art establishment operates,
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we can change
while using such

exhibitions as a catalyst
our own multicultural

for a broader understanding of

society.

In order to introduce the question of an African
American Aesthetic,
Kayiga.

I offer the experiences of Kofi

Kayiga's encounters with race

in this country

were especially compelling because he was newest among
the participants to this country.
It was
States.

in 1979 that Kofi Kayiga came to the United

He was hired to teach at the Massachusetts

College of Art in 1981.

And it was at this time that

Kayiga became intimately acquainted with racial
categorization in this country.

The fact that he could

not readily show his work without a label
Art,

or Jamaican Art,

such as Black

shocked him at first:

KK:
As far as I was concerned good artists,
whether a Black artist or White artist or
Jamaican artist, are just artists.
And, I
reflect what is dominant in my psyche or my
culture. . . . I do not waste myself in that
kind of terminology.
My work does not fit
into what is called Black-American art.
I am
not even sure what it is (African American
aesthetic), but what seems to be a reference
when they speak of Black art is much more
representational work.
Which is reflective of
the experiences in Afro-American environments.
And, or, sometimes literal works from
traditional Africa, very literal, and it's
descriptive, and illustrative.
If it is not,
it is not Black art?
Kayiga's comments lead to questions of aesthetics
and categorization.

Is

it necessary for artists,

well as the general community,
there any benefits
race and gender?

to be categorized?

as
Are

from social categorization base on
Certainly,

in the case of a census
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report,

a particular community is broken down

in terms

of the various races and cultures that make up that
community.

These census

figures have ramifications of

voting districts as well as school assignments.
order for artists to exhibit and survive,

In

can we make a

similar rationale?
I have come to the conclusion that there is no
singular "Black or White aesthetic."
race,

or individual

Each culture,

sees a world that has been colored

by their life experiences and environments.
Educationally,

we must address this

fact so stereotypes

can be destroyed.
The myth of a singular aesthetic being born out of
.every culture,

to a large extent,

that particular culture.

has been born out of

As an example of the negative

effects of a narrow perception of what one's culture is
about,

I refer back to the inaugural exhibition at

Studio Museum in Harlem,
Lloyd.

To illustrate,

New York,

of the sculptor Tom

the problem was that Lloyd's work

did not meet the expectations or perpetuate the myth of
the "Black Aesthetic."

Instead,

his work seemed to have

more to do with Western European traditions of abstract
sculpture.

The exhibition caused so much anger among

the Harlem community that the director resigned.

So

instead of trying to broaden their perception of art,
the community missed an opportunity to see an example of
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how an African American deals with the genre of abstract
sculpture.
Cheryl Warrick made the

following comments with

regard to a narrow definition of the term "Black
Aesthetic":
CW:
I guess there's such limited thinking,
because I think if I were a writer would I
have to write about [African Americans]....
The world is about so many different
experiences and I think that this [her own
art] is just as much African American imagery
because I made it.
You know it really
invalidates my experience to say, what is it
that would make it more Black.
It is a Black
experience because it came from me and every
bit of me is Black.
The fact that we are all products of our particular
experiences affects everything we do.

For an artist,

a

crucial mistake is made when that artist allows him or
herself to be locked into a singular visual dogma.
that condition exists,

When

the appearance of a singular

aesthetic can be manufactured.

This manufactured

aesthetic is usually based on narrow perceptions of how
artistic traditions manifest themselves and evolve.
Stereotypical

expectations of imagery make

it

extremely difficult for women and artists of color to
show who they are.

Martin Puryear is a prime example of

an African American artist who makes use of his heritage
in a more subtle way.

Puryear says his sculpture was

influenced by African craftsmen and Swedish woodworkers.
Puryear uses materials such as wood,
and wire mesh.

dried soil,

rope

His works take on the appearance of
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ritual objects whose

function has long been buried by

the passing of many generations and time.
work remains above all a personal

Puryear's

statement and not the

ideology of any particular culture or race.

Though he

does make great use of the work produced by his
ancestors,

he does not intentionally emphasize that his

work look to have been produced by an African American.
It is from this vantage point that Puryear's work should
be judged.

Puryear embraces the strategy that art is a

universal endeavor.
Henry Louis Gates,
American studies
Canons

said of the nature of African

in the 21st century,

in his book Loose

(1992):

I believe, we must seek to explore the hyphen
in African American, on both sides of the
Atlantic, by charting the porous relations
between African American culture and
"American" culture that officially, even
today, pretends that an Anglo-American
regional culture is the true, universal
culture, and that African American culture is,
at best, a subset of it or a substandard and
subservient deviant of it.
(Gates, p. 125,
1992)
Gates reminds us that there is much work to do before we
reach the state where we can celebrate difference and
African American,
.

.

.

are all

European,

Latino,

Asian culture,

etc.

simply another "other."

The participants of my study are a case

in point of

artists who break the stereotype of an African American
aesthetic.

All

of the participants of my study offer
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rich personal histories that would be useful

in an

inter-disciplinary approach to education.
I would like to end this dissertation with a poem
by Langston Hughes,

about an integral part of the

literary presence of the Harlem Renaissance.
this

I

feel

is appropriate as the Harlem Renaissance became

such an important part of this research.
importantly,

More

I offer this poem as a tribute to the lives

of nine African American artists who became such a
significant part of my life during the course of this
study.

The poem speaks about perseverance.

The artist

participants in my study have shared their life
experiences that are marked by struggle and sustained by
perseverance.
Poem
Wandering in the dusk,
Sometimes
You get lost in the duskAnd sometimes not.
Beating your fists against the wall,
Sometimes
You break your bones
Against the wallBut sometimes not.
Walls have been known
To fall,
Dusk
Turns to dawn,
Chains
To be gone!
Keep on!

(Hughes,

as cited in Huggins,
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p.

417,

1995)
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